ABSTRACT
THE USE OF HUMOR IN PREACHING AND ITS RELATIONSHIP WITH ETHOS,
RELATIONAL SOLIDARITY, AND AFFECTIVE LEARNING
by
Craig Adolf Finnestad
The purpose of this dissertation was to help preachers increase the affective
learning of their congregations. The constructs of the study—the preachers’ perceived
humor orientation, the preachers’ perceived ethos, the relational solidarity between the
preachers and the listeners, and the listeners’ affective learning—are all discussed in the
review of literature and measured in the research project. Specific attention is given to
humor. The review of literature discusses how the effective use of sacred humor can be
used to build ethos, relational solidarity, and affective learning. The research project
demonstrated what the review of literature suggests: Humor is potentially a very effective
way to build a comfortable and unrestrained relationship of mutual confidence between
preachers and congregations. The effective use of sacred humor also enables preachers to
build ethos with their congregations and move the congregations to deeper levels of
affective learning. Although the perceived humor orientation of the preachers and
relational solidarity between the preachers and the listeners were important, the perceived
ethos of the preachers demonstrated to be the highest predictor of affective learning. No
substitute exists for the character, competence, caring, and compassion of the speaker.
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CHAPTER 1
PROBLEM
Introduction
I started in ministry as a youth pastor at St. Andrew United Methodist Church in
Marietta, Georgia. During my first Sunday evening talk with the students, I failed
miserably as a communicator and the students were more than happy to let me know that
I had failed. The instant feedback of teenagers talking to each other, making faces,
passing notes, and making paper airplanes out of the outline I prepared for them was
devastating to me. The feedback from one of the adults was even more devastating: “You
need to figure out a way to better connect with those kids.” I knew I had to do something
much different for the next Sunday.
The following week the format was similar. We had announcements, ate supper,
played a few games, worshipped God though music, prayed together, and then I spoke. I
started the talk with a story about how one of the students got stuck in my car’s sunroof
earlier in the week. The students laughed and were very engaged. I talked about how
Amber, my wife, and I met and how I spilled salsa on my white shirt on our first date.
The students were very interested and we were laughing together. I closed the talk with
the announcement of the good news that God will get us unstuck from rough places like a
car’s sunroof and that God cleanses us from our past sin like bleach to a salsa-stained
white shirt. The humor helped immensely, and I connected to the students much more
than I did the week before. Instead of passing notes, the students were learning.
A few months later I was asked to speak to the congregation during the Sunday
morning worship services. The pastors had heard about my talks to the students and
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wanted me to share with the congregation. I had just completed my first preaching class
at seminary and went to the worship services that Sunday morning with my best sermon.
The sermon worked great in my seminary class. My professor gave me an A and my
classmates gave it good reviews. Halfway through the sermon I longed to be at my first
youth ministry meeting where the students were talking, making faces, passing notes, and
throwing paper airplanes. Preaching that sermon was like reading poetry to a wall. The
suburban people were unimpressed with my fine exegetical skills and even less impressed
with my inability to connect to them as listeners. I appeared not as a joy-filled, peopleloving youth pastor who loved Jesus but as a theologian-in-training from the seminary.
On a Saturday night, a few months later, I received a phone call from the senior
pastor’s wife that the senior pastor was ill and that I would be preaching in less than
twelve hours. I knew I could choose between one of the sermons I used in preaching class
or a modified version of the talk that I had planned to give to the students Sunday night.
The next morning I stood in front of the congregation and described how Amber had
recently purchased me a nose hair trimmer and all the strangeness that goes along with
such a gift. I continued by saying that being loved by somebody who feels secure enough
in her relationship with me to buy me nose hair clippers is great, but as much as Amber
and I love each other, God loves us even more. I concluded that God’s love for us is so
real and so secure that it is both adoring and everlasting. This time the people laughed
and they listened. The content of the message was probably not nearly as strong as the
first sermon, but the rapport built between preacher and congregation was far greater. I
had connected to the listeners and this connection made a big difference.
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I took my first appointment as a United Methodist clergy person at Grace United
Methodist Church in Spencer, Iowa, in the summer of 2000. At this church I preached
regularly both to adults and students. I was able to build a good bond with the people,
partially through the use of humor in my sermons and talks. Upon my departure to
Asbury Theological Seminary and the Beeson Pastor Fellowship in the summer of 2003,
one of the families in the church gave me a hand-painted picture of me preaching in the
sanctuary. On the bottom of the picture, the following words described me: “The Sacred
Comedian.” A few years later at my current appointment in Omaha, a new ministry, I still
use humor as one way to connect with people. Being a sacred comedian is part of my
vocation as I develop as a pastor and a disciple.
This dissertation looks at sacred humor and how its use develops a strong
relationship with congregations and increases affective learning—the kind of learning
that the listener will put into practice. The effective use of humor can be used as a
supplement to solid exegetical skills and cultural analysis in writing and delivering
sermons that connect with the listeners and inspire them into action. Humor has a rich
history in the Bible, theology, and history of the church. Preachers can use humor to
connect people to God and to each other.
Many preachers have a difficult time building a relationship with their
congregations (Miller, Empowered Communicator 12; Johnston 77-79). Preachers can be
good biblical exegetes, have an insightful analysis of culture, and have outstanding
homiletical and communication skills, but they must also develop a flourishing
relationship with God and with their faith communities to be effective. Some
characteristics of a growing relationship with God are joy, humility, hope, and personal
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faith. Traits of a vital relationship with people are authenticity, forgiveness, and love.
Preachers who do not embody these attributes will struggle to develop a healthy
relationship with their congregations (Gal. 5:22; Matt. 22:32-40; Robinson, “Considering
Hearers” 215-16).
Pastors simply must connect with their congregations to be effective. Dennis
Beatty, pastor of First Baptist Church, in Prescott, Arizona, writes about his debut as a
stand-up comedian that took place in a San Francisco night club and was a final exam for
a college class he took on stand-up comedy:
I marveled at the way each comedian just let his own personality and style
flow from the stage to the audience. They had no pulpit or title to hide
behind, they just shared themselves and even made themselves the butt of
their own jokes. I knew how genuine their performances were, because
these comedians were also my classmates. In fact, as each one performed,
I found it was like laughing with an old friend. This feeling of familiarity
made me reconsider my performance style, even at the last second. I had,
up until this point, failed to create the kind of close connection with my
audience (or even my congregation) that my classmates were achieving. I
watched two comedians go on before me and develop this rapport with the
audience. Now it was my turn, and I could not afford to lose that
connection. I decided to let the audience see Dennis Beatty (minus
“Pastor”), which meant admitting I was nervous. For my first time as a
stand-up comedian before a live audience, I was fairly well received.
When the host introduced me, I must admit I hoped the laugh track from
the previous act would continue. Not so. Once the mic was mine, the
audience grew silent. They just stared at me. I could sense them thinking,
“Go ahead, make me laugh.” My first few jokes received only courtesy
chuckles. A couple in the back with a few too many drinks in them had
laughed at everything the previous guy had said, but two of my jokes
didn’t coax even a giggle from them. A couple of my one-liners got some
good laughs. One joke I forgot to tell altogether because I was so nervous
(my best one, too). Overall the audience was less receptive than a Sunday
morning crowd. That reminded me to consider the visitors. Even if the
members who know me are laughing, a first-time guest might find churchgrade humor cheesy. I learned that I must work harder to connect with the
people. (Beatty and Beatty 111)
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Beatty’s problem at the comedy club is a problem that preachers face during the worship
service: connecting with people and building a comfortable and unrestrained relationship
of mutual confidence.
Purpose
The purpose of this project was to test the relationship of clergy humor as
perceived by members of the congregation in relation to the variables of perceived
pastoral ethos, a sense of relational solidarity with the pastor, and a self-report of
affective learning.
Hypotheses and Research Questions
The following hypotheses are posed and research questions are asked to
determine the relationship between clergy humor, perceived pastoral ethos, relational
solidarity between listener and preacher, and the listeners’ affective learning in response
to the preachers’ sermons.
Hypothesis #1
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
humor orientation and perceived ethos. Hypothesis #1 has three subparts:
•

A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived

humor orientation and perceived competence.
•

A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived

humor orientation and perceived goodwill.
•

A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived

humor orientation and perceived trustworthiness.

Finnestad 6
Hypothesis #2
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived ethos
and the preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation. Hypothesis #2 has three
subparts:
•

A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived

competence and the preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation.
•

A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived

goodwill and the preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation.
•

A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived

trustworthiness and the preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation.
Hypothesis #3
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
humor orientation and the preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation.
Hypothesis #4
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
humor orientation and the affective learning of the congregation.
Hypothesis #5
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived ethos
and the affective learning of the congregation.
Hypothesis #6
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s relational
solidarity with the congregation and the affective learning of the congregation.
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Research Question #1
How much of the relational solidarity can be attributed to a preacher’s use of
humor?
Research Question #2
Which constructs in the proposed model best predict the congregation’s affective
learning response to the sermon?
Definition of Terms
The following are definitions of words and concepts used in this dissertation.
Humor orientation measures a person’s propensity to create and understand
humorous messages during personal contact with others (Wanzer and Frymier 54).
Ethos as defined by Aristotle relates to the character and integrity of the speaker
(14). Ethos is measured in this dissertation by three related concepts: competence,
trustworthiness, and goodwill (McCroskey and Teven 96).
Relational solidarity or interpersonal solidarity is “a feeling of closeness between
people that develops as a result of shared sentiments, similarities, and intimate behaviors”
(Rubin, Palmgreen, and Sypher 223). People with high relational solidarity enjoy and
share life with each other.
Affective learning is considered a valuable stimulus for a person’s eagerness to
learn and utilize the material and competencies beyond the learning environment (Rubin,
Palmgreen, and Sypher 81). In the context of this study, affective learning includes
people’s attitudes toward the recommended behavior of the sermon, the content and
subject matter of the sermon, the preacher, and the likelihood of actually attempting to
engage in behaviors recommended in the sermon.
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Humor is an inner condition, a stance, a point of view, or in the largest sense an
attitude toward life that leads to the ability to perceive, enjoy, or express what is amusing,
comical, incongruous, or absurd (Mindess 214; “Humor”).
Sacred humor is humor that glorifies God and builds community.
Profane humor is humor that does not glorify God nor build community.
Description of the Project
The project examined and evaluated the preaching of five pastors: David Lux of
St. Paul United Methodist Church in Lincoln, Nebraska; Shante Buckley of Lovers Lane
United Methodist Church in Dallas, Texas; Mike Brown of Grace Church in the Kansas
City metropolitan area; David Slagle of Veritas Church in Decatur, Georgia; and, Mike
Morgan of First United Methodist Church in Marion, Iowa. The survey determined the
humor orientation of those surveyed, the perceived humor orientation of the pastor, the
perceived ethos of the pastor, the relational solidarity between the pastor and the listeners
responding to the survey, and the affective learning of the persons completing the survey.
Context
The participating churches shares similarities and differences. Three churches are
in the Midwest, one is in Texas, and one is in Georgia. Three of the churches are in cities
of more than one million people. The other two churches are in cities of over one hundred
thousand people. The churches range in average worship attendance from one hundred to
two hundred people (Veritas Church and Grace Church) to one thousand five hundred
people (Lovers Lane United Methodist Church). St. Paul United Methodist Church and
First United Methodist Church both average about six hundred to seven hundred people
in weekly worship. At the time of the survey, the pastors had all been at their churches
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between three and five years. Three of the five pastors are United Methodist. Two are
from independent churches. Four of the five pastors are Caucasian males. One is an
African-American female.
Methodology
The methodology for this project involved a survey completed by between forty
and ninety-seven people in each of the five congregations. The survey included the
following measures: the humor orientation of the participants in this study, the perceived
humor orientation of the participants’ preachers, the perceived ethos of the preachers,
participants’ reports of their sense of relational solidarity with the preachers, and a selfreport of affective learning of the congregation. The survey did not focus on the humor
used in a single sermon but on the use of humor that the participants observed over time
(i.e., the larger experience that the congregational person has with the preacher).
Participants
The subjects of this study were randomly sampled from the people who attended
worship on the day the surveys were distributed. The sample of people included high
school students and adults.
Instrumentation
Humor orientation measures the ability to create humor on a regular basis in
various situations (Wanzer and Frymier 51). The preachers and the congregations were
measured using the humor orientation scale developed by Steven and Melanie BoothButterfield (see Appendixes A and B).
Ethos is the competence, goodwill, and trustworthiness of the speaker. The
construct “perceived caring” is highly associated with ethos, goodwill, and credibility

Finnestad 10
(Teven and McCroskey 93; McCroskey and Teven 101). James McCroskey and Jason
Teven’s perceived caring scale was used to measure the ethos of the preacher (see
Appendix C).
Relational solidarity is similar beliefs, interest, and actions among people
(Wheeless 48). People with strong feelings of relational solidarity generally have feelings
of trust and affinity toward each other. The Interpersonal Solidarity Scale developed by
L. R. Wheeless was used for this study (see Appendix D).
Affective learning is an important motivation for a student’s eagerness to learn
and use the information and experiences beyond the learning environment (Rubin,
Palmgreen, and Sypher 81). The affective learning scale developed by the Eastern
Communication Association was used for this research project. (see Appendix E).
Variables
The variables of this study were humor orientation of the congregation, perceived
humor orientation of the preacher, perceived ethos of the preacher, relational solidarity
between the congregation and the preacher, and the affective learning of the
congregation. Potential intervening variables of the research project was the preachers’
preaching history with people responding to the survey.
Data Collection
A questionnaire measured the humor orientation of the persons surveyed, the
perceived humor orientation of the preacher, the perceived ethos of the preacher, the
relational solidarity between the preacher and congregational members, and the affective
learning of the congregational members. The surveys were distributed by ushers before
the worship services. In the two smaller congregations surveys were distributed to all
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worship participants, high school age and older. In the larger congregations, the surveys
were given to every third worship participant. The surveys were explained during the
worship services by the person giving the announcements, completed by congregational
participants after the worship service, and submitted to my representative immediately
following the worship service. The persons completing the survey were not asked to put
their name on the survey, and confidentiality of the participants was insured.
Delimitations and Generalizabililty
The research project was limited to five preachers whom I perceived to have a
high humor orientation. This study is not generalizable to preachers with low humor
orientations.
Multiple factors exist that have the potential to impact the participant responses to
the variables in this study. Some potential intervening variables include pastoral visits,
small groups, demographics of the congregation, and the physical appearance of the
preacher. No efforts were made to measure the effect these factors have on the perceived
ethos of the preachers, the relational solidarity between the preachers and their
congregations, and the affective learning of the congregations.
Theological Foundation
Humor is beautiful, holy, and sacred. Humor exists in heaven. Humor’s byproduct, laughter, is found in heaven. The psalmist writes, “The one enthroned in heaven
laughs” (Ps. 2:4, NIV). Jesus said that laughter exists in heaven (Luke 15:7, 10). God
laughs. God, because of his beauty and love, wants his children to have enjoyment and
pleasure and therefore gives sacred humor as a gift (Barth, Church Dogmatics 653-55;
Oden 405). George Buttrick writes about humanity being created in the image of God:
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“Children laugh as birds sing: because they are made that way. We listen to a child’s
laughter, listen guiltily, and wish that our laughter were as unspoiled” (191). Laughter is
an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual joy (Vilaythong, Arnau, Rosen,
and Mascaro 87). It builds community (Johnson 691) and heals individuals (Minden 85).
Sacred humor glorifies God and builds community. Richard Foster writes of
sacred humor glorifying God:
Holy laughter is different in kind from good, old-fashioned belly laughter,
but they are distant cousins! Real laughter, real hilarity—not the cheap
stuff that comes at the expense of others—is always from God. It is given
for our healing. It is given for our joy. It is given for our wholeness. It is
nothing to fear. We know something of the psychology and physiology of
ordinary laughter; the holy dimension only intensifies and deepens the
reality. It is a grace to be received with joy and thanksgiving. (Prayer 139)
Sacred humor glorifies God by displaying the fruit of the Spirit: “But the fruit of the
Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and selfcontrol. Against such things there is no law” (Gal. 5:22-23).
In addition to glorifying God, sacred humor builds community. Sacred humor
unites people (Vannorsdall 189; Barnette, “Using Humor in Preaching” 5). Sacred humor
displays the tolerance of faith, hope, and love as opposed to doubt, despair, and hatred
(Sypher 214). The humor of Sören Kierkegaard is a community-building sacred humor
that is much different from a more self-righteous Hobbesian humor that can add
dysfunction to relationships. Sacred humor is not the profane humor of a Hobbes, which
revels in one’s own superiority, but a deeper humor that binds people closer together and
forms a relational solidarity (Evans 185). A primary task for the church is to build
community (Warren 145-51; Clegg and Bird 45-46). Sacred humor is helpful in nurturing
healthy relationships. Humor should not be something smuggled into the church and the
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life of Christians, but humor can have a “legitimate, lofty, and integral place in the
Christian experience” (Flynn 19). Humor is an excellent method for building a
relationship, capturing attention and improving communication, and building rapport
between people as it makes people at ease and uninhibited with each other (Barnette,
“Using Humor in Preaching” 5; Gronbeck 38-39; Ragusa 32; Goldin, Bordan, Araoz,
Gladding, Kaplan, Krumboltz, and Lazarus 403). Improved communication, increased
rapport, and mutual acceptance through sacred humor helps build community. Sacred
humor is a gift from God that Christians can share with one another (Van Rensburg 108).
Overview of the Study
Chapter 2 of this dissertation reviews humor, the biblical uses of humor, humor
and theology, homiletics and humor, and communication theory and humor. The research
project design is described in detail in Chapter 3. The findings of the research project are
defined in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 concludes the dissertation with a synopsis and analysis of
the research project.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE
Humor Described
Humor is described by examining some attempts to define humor and by
investigating recent research regarding humor. Humor is not easy to define (Thoennes
73). One common definition for humor is “the quality that makes something laughable or
amusing” (“Humor”). Laughter and humor are closely related as humor is generally the
genesis for laughter; therefore, laughter is a reaction to humor. Another definition gives a
more comprehensive understanding of humor: “The ability to perceive, enjoy, or express
what is amusing, comical, incongruous, or absurd” (“Humor”). This definition is more
thorough in that it focuses on the ability of an individual to recognize what is comical.
Humor is not only something that causes a specific type of behavior, such as laughing or
smiling, but it is also a status of the mind that perceives the amusements of life.
Humor produces laughter, which elicits enjoyment and delight, so humor is
generally perceived as a positive form of communication that can generate cooperation
and approval (Booth-Butterfield and Booth-Butterfield 206). Because humor can generate
cooperation and approval, it is not merely entertainment (Mindess 214; Demaray,
Laughter, Joy, and Healing 109-10), nor is it necessarily the opposite of seriousness
(Drakeford 59-68). Humor lowers defenses (Cosner 172; Beukema 133-34), can alter
emotional status (McGhee 6), and has the ability to enhance human relations (Beukema
135; Gorham and Christophel 47). Humor extends beyond funny stories and jokes. It is a
point of view, an attitude, and a lifestyle that can help people communicate more
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effectively and therefore live more abundantly (Mindess 214; Robertson 10). Humor can
also allow people to see the world’s new possibilities (Berger 207-08).
Forms of Humor
In addition to a description of humor, building a foundational understanding of
the three forms is humor—jokes, spontaneous conversational humor, and unintentional
humor—is also helpful. The following reviews each of the three forms of humor.
Jokes
Jokes are short, amusing accounts beginning with a setup and ending in a punch
line. The setup gives the listener a probable outcome about how the situation should be
resolved. The punch line is playful and unforeseen. This playfulness and unpredictability
creates “the perception of nonserious incongruity that is necessary for humor to occur”
(Martin 11). Here is an example of this variety of joke:
A young monk enters the monastery. The abbot tells him that he will have
ten years of silence. After every ten years he can speak two words. The
young monk diligently prays, works, and lives in the community. After ten
years he says to the abbot, “Bed hard.” He diligently prays, works, and
lives in community another ten years. After the next ten years he says to
the abbot, “Food cold.” He diligently prays, works, and lives in
community another ten years. He says to the abbot, “I quit.” The abbot
replies, “That doesn’t surprise me. Since you arrived here all you have
done is complain.”
This joke is playful, unpredictable, and not serious. The listener can easily interpret that
the joke is meant to be fun.
Joke-telling is often introduced by verbal and nonverbal signals such as, “Did you
hear the one about,” or, “A man walks into a bar,” to denote that the discourse is going to
be humorous and that an expectation of laughter exists for the listener (Martin 12).
Effective speakers will join a joke with the content matter of the speech, but jokes are
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generally free of context. Jokes contain all the data needed for people to enjoy and
comprehend in many different contexts (Long and Graesser 42).
Spontaneous Conversational Humor
Jokes are an important but small percentage of the humor that is experienced in
daily interpersonal communication. Recent studies have demonstrated that 11 percent of
laughter is in response to jokes. This 11 percent compares to 72 percent of laughter
derived from spontaneous conversational humor which, unlike jokes, is highly dependent
on context (Martin 12). Based on a review of literature, the following eleven categories
are examples of spontaneous conversational humor:
1. Irony is a literary device that uses an incongruity or discordance between what
one says or does and what one means or what is generally understood. For example, in a
confusing situation the speaker says, “That is as clear as mud.”
2. Satire is a form of aggressive humor that pokes fun at social institutions and
public policy.
3. Sarcasm is a form of aggressive humor that aims at individuals as opposed to
institutions. For example, a person sits at her desk and she notices that one of her
coworkers is talking loudly on his phone. When the coworker hangs up, she says, “I think
you should talk a little bit louder next time—the entire office didn’t hear it.”
4. Overstatement and understatement are forms of speech in which a greater
expression or lesser expression is used than what would be expected. For example, a
person has just finished the hardest workout of his entire life. He is a moment away from
fainting out of sheer exhaustion, and a friend comes by and sees him sweaty, huffing and
puffing, and says, “Tired?” and he answers, “Just a little.”
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5. Self-deprecating humor depends on the observation of something negative
about the person delivering the observation. Many speakers use self-deprecating humor to
avoid seeming arrogant and to help the audience identify with them. For example, many
modern-day comics build much of their acts around their own perceived unattractiveness,
weight, age, and lack of appeal to the opposite sex.
6. Teasing is a humorous remark directed at the listener. Unlike sarcasm, the
intention is not to offend or insult seriously.
7. Answering a rhetorical question creates incongruity and a reversal of
expectations. For example, one person says, “How high is the moon?” Expecting no
response and a clear expectation that the person understands what has been
communicated, the other person replies, “It varies between 356,000 and 407,000
kilometers in distance from the surface of the earth, its average distance being 384,400
kilometers.”
8. Clever replies to serious statements are clever and nonsensical replies to a
question that was meant to be serious. For example, a talk show host asks an actress if her
current boyfriend is a serious boyfriend. She replies that he is always joking around and
is not serious at all.
9. A double entendre is a figure of speech in which a spoken phrase is intended
to be understood in either of two ways. In most cases, the first meaning is straightforward
while the second meaning is less so and often sexual or inappropriate. Although most
double entendres are sexual in nature, an example of a nonsexual double entendre is the
statement, “Why was the garbage man sad? He was down in the dumps.”
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10. The transformation of frozen expressions changes well-known sayings and
clichés into unique sayings. An example is when a bald man is reminiscing about life:
“Hair today and gone tomorrow.”
11. Puns make use of a word that brings up a humorous second meaning. This
humor is usually based on a homophone, a word that sounds the same but has a different
meaning. An example of a pun is, “Immanuel doesn’t pun; he Kant.” Here “Kant” is a
play on the word can’t, in the name of philosopher Immanuel Kant (Long and Graesser
35-60; Martin 13).
Unintentional Humor
In addition to spontaneous conversational humor and jokes, humor can be
accidental. Accidental humor can be broken down into two forms: physical and linguistic
(Martin 14). Unintentional humor occurs when incongruity happens in a surprising
manner and the person experiencing the accident is not seriously hurt or embarrassed. An
example of unintentional physical humor is when a person slips on a banana peel. An
example of unintentional linguistic humor is when a pastor is reading the liturgy during a
wedding and instead of saying, “The marriage of Fred and Sally unites their families and
creates a new one” the pastor accidentally says, “The marriage of Fred and Sally unties
their families and creates a new one.” Unintentional humor cannot be planned or scripted.
It serves a more aggressive function when people are laughing at the object of the
accidental humor and is a more sacred form of humor when people are laughing with the
object of the humor.
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The Bible and Humor
Humor is found throughout the Bible in various forms. God wants people to
experience delight (Ps. 37:4), communicate effectively (Matt. 18:15-17), and live
abundantly (John 10:10). The following sections discuss how humor is used in the Bible:
God laughs, laughter exists in heaven, Jesus used humor, and humor is a vehicle used to
help humanity grow closer to God and to one another.
Introduction to Humor in the Bible
Gary Herion writes about the challenges and opportunities of exploring humor in
the Bible:
Because humor requires a somewhat “playful” disposition and a
willingness (at least temporarily) to suspend all seriousness, many
people—especially those with strong and well-defined religious beliefs—
may be reluctant to admit that portions of Scripture may be funny or may
have been written by someone trying to be humorous. The assumption
often is that religion is serious and that it demands a transformation of
human nature—especially the eradication of that aspect of human nature
that derives pleasure from “worldly” things. Yet in the past century this
theological assumption has been abandoned by many people, some of
whom point out that humor can be a powerful vehicle for making
important points, while others go further and insist that even biblical
writing may have been intended primarily to entertain the reader. Because
humor is such a fundamental aspect of human nature, there can be little
doubt that the ancients laughed at things that struck them as funny. Of
course, because humor is so greatly dependent upon the cultural
conventions of the moment, it is often difficult (and sometimes
impossible) for the modern Western mindset to appreciate what was
humorous in ancient Israel or in the early Christian Church. Nevertheless,
with the appropriate methodological cautions, something can be said about
humor and wit in the ancient world from which the Bible emerged. (32526)
Herion contends that humor is a powerful tool to teach the listener. He also notes the
challenges of deciphering the humor of a different time period.
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Before attempting to interpret humor from the Bible, humorous discourse needs to
broken into three groupings: universal humor, culture-based humor, and linguistic-based
humor (Schmitz 89). Universal humor is the most basic form and is not dependent on
culture or language. The following is an example of universal humor: “Last week I went
fishing and all I got was a sunburn, poison ivy, and mosquito bites” (96). No
understanding of the original culture or language is required to appreciate this type of
humor. Certain elements of humor such as irony, exaggeration, repetition, and
incongruity are nearly universal. These four components are humorous in today’s world
and were probably humorous during the biblical era as well (Greenstein 330-33;
Culpepper 333; Whedbee 8-9).
Humor with a strong cultural component (Nieting 168) is much different from
universal humor. Humor in North America is much different than humor in Southeast
Asia. Humor in the Midwest is much different than humor in the Deep South. Garrison
Keillor relates to a much different audience than Jeff Foxworthy, but both are two of
America’s most beloved humorists. Today’s reader, regardless of culture, will possibly
miss humor when it is encountered in the Bible. Today’s reader, regardless of culture,
will possibly find humor in the Bible when the author did not intend for the passage to be
humorous. Culture-based humor is not universal because the listener must have an
understanding of the culture to comprehend the humor. The following is an example of
cultural-based humor: “This year for Father’s Day I got a special gift in the mail: the bill
for Mother’s Day” (Fechtner 104). To understand this type of humor, the listener must
have an understanding of American culture. This joke would be lost in the cultures where
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these days are not celebrated, in cultures where credit is not extended, or in the cultures
where Father’s Day does not directly follow Mother’s Day.
Linguistic-based humor is also not universal because the listener must have an
understanding of the original language to comprehend the humor. For example, the nonEnglish-speaking listener would most likely have a difficult time understanding the
following question and response: “How does a dog stop a VCR? He presses the paws
button” (Schmitz 101). In no other language does the word for a dog’s foot sound similar
to the button of a VCR that stops the tape. To complicate things further, in the future
people will not know what a VCR is because the term will soon be obsolete. Consider
this second example: “Americans won’t allow the importation of Canadian beef, and now
some Canadians have a beef with Americans who import Canadian drugs” (Danbom
668). The word beef used in this sentence is slang, something that is very difficult to
translate for a non-English-speaking person.
A short study of these groupings gives the modern-day Western reader a clue that
extracting humor from the Bible based on the original contexts and languages can prove
to be a difficult task. Humor can get lost in translation (Hall 3-4; Bell 384).
Communications between cultures, languages, or different time periods all have a
probability that there will be some misunderstandings (Norrick 389-90). When all three
groupings are involved in a communication, the probability is even greater. As a result,
the biblical interpreter has the strong possibility of missing some of the humor in the
Bible because of the linguistic and cultural differences—even if the interpreter is a
student of biblical languages and biblical culture. The biblical interpreter may also find
something humorous in the Bible that was not meant to be humorous in its original
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context. Another caveat exists. Much of the Bible is from an oral tradition (Kelber 30-34;
Avery-Peck 34-37). Today’s Bible is a written document. A person that has read Garrison
Keillor’s humor in a book will encounter a totally different experience when listening to
him on the radio.
The following sections of the dissertation investigate humor in the Hebrew
Scriptures and in the New Testament. This section seeks to examine humor in the Bible
as faithfully as possible given the limitations of cultural and linguistic humor and given
the difference between oral and written communication.
Humor in the Hebrew Scriptures
Humor is a worldwide experience, and it has been established in several writings
of the Ancient Near East. Humor is also found in ancient Israelite literature including the
Hebrew Scriptures (Meltzer 326-28). Humor is not the opposite of seriousness; humor is
not the opposite of despair (Hyers, Comic Vision 51). Viewing humor as something other
than a contradiction to seriousness is helpful in gaining a better perspective of the
possible uses of sacred humor (Danbom 668-72).
The God of Isaac (Yishaq), which is translated as laughter, is the God of Israel.
Conrad Hyers explains the humor associated with the previous sentence:
The history of Israel begins—if it does not sound too impious—with a
joke, a divine joke. The laughter of Abraham and Sarah at this joke was
not so much a laughter of unbelief as of disbelief, as when we say “You
can’t be serious” or “You’ve got to be kidding.” Yet it was a laughter that
became the laughter of faith. Abraham and Sarah would be less inclined in
the future to declare the impossible. And their laughter, in turn, would
become the laughter of faith and hope for generations to follow. (And God
Created Laughter 10)
God gave laughter to Sarah. Sarah declared, “God has brought me laughter! All who hear
about this will laugh with me” (Gen. 21:5, NLT). Sarah had stopped dreaming that she
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and Abraham would have a baby, but the Lord was gracious to Sarah and did for Sarah
“exactly what he had promised” (Gen. 21:1). God later told Moses that “I am the God of
your father—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Exod. 3:6).
The Hebrew reader understands that Laughter (Isaac) is the father of Israel (Jacob).
Humor and laughter are found in the beginning of the Hebrew Scriptures. They
are also found throughout the Hebrew Scriptures. The author of Ecclesiastes writes about
“a time to cry and a time to laugh, a time to grieve and a time to dance” (Eccles. 3:4).
Much of life is tragic as is evident in the Hebrew Scriptures, but earthly calamity is
replaced by grace. Donald Demaray writes of the Ecclesiastes text, “The sequence is
significant. There is winter before spring, grief prior to joy, death before resurrection”
(Laughter, Joy, and Healing 35). The following are examples of how humor is used in
the Hebrew Scriptures.
Irony. An example of irony in the Hebrew Scriptures is the story of David,
Bathsheba, Uriah, and Nathan. David had an affair with Bathsheba, Uriah’s wife. David
commanded Joab to move Uriah to the front of the battle so Uriah would be killed. The
irony is that David used Uriah to carry these instructions to Joab. The story continues
when Nathan the prophet told David a parable about a poor man who owned a lamb. A
wealthy man took the lamb and slaughtered it to make a meal for a guest. David was
furious with the wealthy man and said that he deserved to die. David ironically had a very
keen sense of justice when animals were involved but failed to see himself in the story (2
Sam. 11:1-12:14; Birch 1291-95).
Satire. An example of satire is found when God is frustrated with the people of
Israel for their idol worshipping. They complained to God about being oppressed and
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God replied: “Go and cry out to the gods you have chosen! Let them rescue you in your
hour of distress!” (Judg. 10:14). God obviously could have chosen to speak without
engaging in satirical discourse, but satire allowed God to make the case more
emphatically (Friedman 258-85).
Sarcasm. An example of sarcasm is found when Elijah is criticizing the prophets
of Baal during the contest on Mt. Carmel between Yahweh and Baal. At noon Elijah
began to mock them: “‘Shout louder!’ he said. ‘Surely he is a god! Perhaps he is deep in
thought, or busy, or traveling. Maybe he is sleeping and must be awakened’” (1 Kings
18:27, NIV). Choon-Leong Seow notes that the entire chapter is entertaining. He also
discusses how these stories are not just recounted to entertain but that they are also told to
instruct important theological lessons to the faith community (137).
Overstatement and understatement. The people of Israel overstated their
condition when they told Moses: “If only we had died by the Lord’s hand in Egypt!
There we sat around pots of meat and ate all the food we wanted, but you have brought us
out into this desert to starve this entire assembly to death” (Exod. 16:3). This statement is
obviously an exaggeration. The Egyptian slaves were not eating pots of meat. The
exaggeration in this passage helps demonstrate how complaining is a self-destructive
behavior and how out of touch the Israelites were with reality (Friedman 258-85).
Clever replies to serious statements, double entendres, and puns. Humor has a
strong cultural and linguistic component. Much of the humor in the Hebrew Bible
involves wordplay, which can only be understood in the original language. Hershey
Friedman notes that this wordplay makes God seem more accessible because to the
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Hebrew reader a stern, authority figure would not likely use clever discourse. He also
notes the important teaching functions of wordplays (Friedman 258-85).
This discussion of humor is not exhaustive concerning the Hebrew Scriptures. It
merely illustrates that humor exists in the Hebrew Scriptures and that humor serves a
function to facilitate and foster a higher level of communication between God and the
reader.
Jesus and the Use of Humor
The challenges of the cultural and linguistic difficulties of understanding and
appreciating humor in the Hebrew Scriptures exist in the New Testament as well,
especially when examining the humor of Jesus Christ. Three obstacles hinder the search
for humor during Jesus’ life. First, the teachings of Jesus are sacred and serious. Because
humor is often not associated with seriousness, humor may well be overlooked in the life
and teachings of Jesus (Drakeford 27). Second, the Gospels stress the tragedy of the
crucifixion (Trueblood 19). No humor exists in the crucifixion, a major theme of the
Gospels. Because humor is absent in such a significant event, one might conclude that the
absence of humor is associated with the rest of the Gospel as well. The third obstacle
when searching for humor in Jesus’ life is the failure of logic. Because Jesus wept and
displayed sadness, a person could assume that sadness necessitates a rejection of humor.
Christ’s weeping does not mean that he did not also laugh. Differing personality qualities
often complement each other and are not necessarily mutually exclusive (21).
Jesus Christ’s expression of joy and use of humor is often taken too lightly and
even rejected. Many non-Christians have a dreary view of Jesus Christ. Friedrich
Nietzsche writes of Christ, “Would that he had remained in the wilderness and far from
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the good and just! Perhaps he would have learned to live and to love the earth—and
laughter too” (109). Some in the Church also share the view that Jesus was always
serious. Elton Trueblood explains why the humor of Jesus is often overlooked by many
individuals:
The widespread failure to recognize and to appreciate the humor of Christ
is one of the most amazing aspects of the era named for Him. Anyone who
reads the Synoptic Gospels with a relative freedom from presuppositions
might be expected to see that Christ laughed, and that He expected others
to laugh, but our capacity to miss this aspect of His life is phenomenal. We
are so sure that He was always deadly serious that we often twist His
words in order to try to make them conform to our preconceived mold. A
misguided piety has made us fear that acceptance of His obvious wit and
humor would somehow be mildly blasphemous or sacrilegious. (15)
The Gospels are serious, but seriousness does not exclude the expression of joy or the use
of humor.
A better understanding of life, self, and God can be attained when a person is able
to recognize humor in the Bible. Trueblood notes that new possibilities in understanding
and applying the teachings of Jesus exist when the reader can understand that Jesus was
not always serious (96). Jesus looked at his disciples and the multitudes, a group of
people who needed grace, and said, “God blesses you who weep now, for in due time you
will laugh.” (Luke 6:21, NLT). Jesus knew that the end is not weeping; the end is
laughter. Frederick Buechner writes of the humor of Jesus, “Nobody claims there’s a
chuckle on every page, but laughter’s what the whole Bible is really about” (Peculiar
Treasures 173). History’s great comedy is the resurrection of Jesus Christ. In the early
Greek Orthodox Church, the day after Easter, the people gathered to tell jokes and funny
stories. The jokes and stories were told to celebrate the practical joke that God played on
Satan. Satan thought that he had conquered the world, but on the third day the tomb was
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empty and Christ had risen (Demaray, Laughter, Joy, and Healing 35; Hyers, And God
Created Laughter 25). The comedy of the Bible, specifically the story of Jesus Christ, is
found in the fact that liberation and laughter come through God’s victory in Jesus Christ
(Oden 405-06). The following is a limited discussion that provides examples of the
humor of Jesus based on a review of literature.
Irony. Irony is a common form of humor that Jesus used. Irony depends on a
contrast between appearance and reality (E. Palmer 71). Leslie Flynn writes that irony’s
“distinguishing quality is that the intended implication of what is said is just the opposite
from the literal sense of the words. One says one thing and means the opposite” (53).
Irony can be very insightful and constructive. For example, Jesus used irony when he
defended John the Baptist: “What did you expect when you went out to see him in the
wild? A weekend camper? Hardly. What then? A sheik in silk pajamas? Not in the
wilderness, not by a long shot” (Luke 7:24-26, Message). The teasing and irony is more
effective than an approach that is serious and indicative” (Trueblood 59).
Overstatement. Another form of humor that Jesus used was overstatement.
Overstatement or exaggeration allows people to see themselves more clearly and helps
people understand the magnitude of a predicament (E. Palmer 66). Jesus responded to the
question of “How difficult is it for a wealthy person to enter the kingdom of heaven?”
with an exaggeration: “Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a
needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:24, NIV). The
disciples were astonished by Jesus’ response and then asked him, “Who then can be
saved?” (Matt 19:25). Jesus answered the disciples with a surprise of grace: “With man
this is impossible, but with God all things are possible” (Matt. 19:26). Jesus used
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exaggeration during this conversation to teach the disciples that they could not save
themselves—saving people is something God does. Jesus also used exaggeration to
confront the Pharisees on their legalism: “You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but
swallow a camel” (Matt. 23:24). This exaggeration gave the Pharisees credit for their
attention to the Law, but also challenged them that they loved God’s Law more than they
loved God’s people. Jesus used exaggeration to promote sharing God’s love over strict
adherence to the Law.
Incongruity. The humor of incongruity is another common form of humor
(Morreall 16-17). Incongruity occurs when the essential elements of an event are
incompatible with the expected or normal pattern (McGhee 6-7). For example, the pastor
was the administrator’s supervisor at the church, but the administrator rented a property
to the pastor and was the pastor’s landlord. A boss renting a property from one of the
people he or she supervises is not normal or expected. Incongruity involves surprise—an
essential element of laughter (Buechner, Whistling in the Dark 73-74). Humorists depend
on a surprise or an unexpected contrast to make people laugh (Wiersbe 273). The Bible
and life are full of laughter because the Bible and life are full of surprises.
The parable of the laborers in the vineyard is an excellent example of incongruity.
This humor used by Jesus helps people see themselves and life more clearly and surprises
people with grace. The parable seems unfair at first. The workers who have worked all
day under the hot sun get the same amount of money as those who have only worked one
hour (Matt. 20:1-15). This parable seems more tragic than comic, but the supposed
unfairness of the landowner is overcome by the generosity of God. When the reader
realizes God’s generosity in the story, the reader is surprised by grace, unmerited favor in
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getting a fair day’s wage for less than a fair day’s worth of work (Brown-Taylor,
“Beginning at the End” 12-20; E. Palmer 42).
This discussion is certainly not meant to detail all of the humor in the New
Testament. Like the Hebrew Scriptures, much of the humor in the New Testament is
strongly based in the forms of cultural and linguistic humor that can be difficult for the
modern reader to understand and appreciate; however, these examples do demonstrate
that Jesus used humor to teach and challenge his listeners.
Theology and Humor
Sacred humor, as discussed in Chapter 1, glorifies God and builds community.
Profane humor can be aggressive, divisive, and profane (Tragesser and Lippman 264-65).
Profane Humor
Profane humor does not glorify God nor build community (Willimon, And the
Laugh Shall Be First 10; Thoennes 73; E. Palmer 21-23). The most obvious forms of
profane humor are cynicism, ridicule, and derision—aggressive forms of satire
(Willimon, And the Laugh Shall Be First 10). Blatant examples of profane humor include
ethnic jokes, sexual innuendos, and remarks at the expense of the oppressed and
marginalized (Vannorsdall 190; Farmer 12; Beukema 133; Walters 198). Humor can
become perverted and, therefore, spread bigotry and pride. Bill Hybels, Stuart Briscoe,
and Haddon W. Robinson write of the devastating effects of profane humor: “Humor,
however, also gets us into trouble. Some humor puts people down. And even though the
put-down is funny and the audience laughs, the preacher comes across, on a subconscious
level, as somewhat unkind” (134). Profane humor does not lend itself to healthy
communication and can cause great pain (Tragesser and Lippman 264-65; Yarwood 365-
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68). Humor with negative effects is not appropriate (Barnette, “Using Humor in
Preaching” 5; Eswine 86). Humor is not a suitable reaction to evil, violence, and other
human travesties (Niebuhr 138; Farmer 12). Ecclesiastes 3:1-8 says that a time exists for
laughter and a time exists when laughter should not be present. The communicator must
be aware of context: What passes as sacred humor in one situation may very well be
profane humor in another situation (M. Mitchell 39). Humor should and must be limited
to proper circumstances and events (Flynn 77; Moody 96-101). Humor should be
appropriate, timely, and tasteful (Danbom 671-72).
Paul shows his awareness of the limitations of humor by giving instruction on the
use of profane humor: “Obscene stories, foolish talk, and coarse jokes—these are not for
you. Instead, let there be thankfulness to God” (Eph. 5:4, NLT). Paul had no time for
profane humor and encouraged people to glorify God in their conversation. Paul also
talks about the importance of building community in conversation: “Let your
conversation be gracious and attractive so that you will have the right response for
everyone” (Col. 4:6). Conversation from a biblical worldview should be gracious and
should not include profane humor.
Profane humor can cause pain and profane humor can also prevent people from
appropriately dealing with pain. Humor and laughter can be used as a mask to disguise
pain and tension. Humor should not be used as a mask to cover pain or as a distraction to
conceal reality (Sparks, Travis, and Thompson 340). A person can laugh at oneself as a
way of avoiding accountability (Hyers, Holy Laughter 26). The writer of Proverbs
addresses humor being used as a façade: “Laughter can conceal a heavy heart, but when
the laughter ends, the grief remains” (Prov. 14:13). Humor that prevents people from
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dealing with emotional, physical, relational, and spiritual issues is not healthy and should
be avoided. This kind humor does not build community or glorify God and should be
considered profane. This subtle form of profane humor may seem harmless, but its effects
can be overwhelming.
A much less subtle form of profane humor is an aggressive form of sarcasm.
Sarcasm is a form of humor that can destroy relationships (D. Buttrick, Homiletic 14647). Joseph Webb writes of the dangers of this profane type of humor: “Sarcasm is
invariably hostile and based on hatred, whatever form that hatred takes, against whatever
it is directed, or however veiled it might be” (Comedy and Preaching 14). Sarcasm
simply does not help the preacher attain these goals. Sarcasm is a profane humor that
neither glorifies God nor builds community.
The use of profane humor, in general, has a negative spiritual effect on the
speaker and the listener. Flynn writes, “If you are amused by an off-color story, it points
up the impurity of your heart” (89). Flynn contends that the humor people speak and the
humor at which people laugh are indicators of the status of their hearts. Jesus says if a
person’s heart is good, the person’s thoughts and voices will be as well:
Make a tree good and its fruit will be good, or make a tree bad and its fruit
will be bad, for a tree is recognized by its fruit. You brood of vipers, how
can you who are evil say anything good? For out of the overflow of the
heart the mouth speaks. (Matt. 12:33-34, NIV)
Jesus warned of purity of thought in life, which includes humor.
Humor and Joy
Unlike profane humor, joy is a gift from God. Like the sacred humor discussed in
Chapter 1, joy is a gift from God that people can share with one another. Philip was
preaching and healing people in Samaria, “so there was great joy in that city” (Acts 8:8,
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NLT). People in the community were filled with joy because of God’s faithfulness.
Humor and joy are related in the sense that they glorify God and build community
(McClure, Preaching Words 52; D. Buttrick, Homiletic 146). Earl Palmer writes of this
connection:
We owe humor to our children because, however serious and heavy life is
and can become, the greatest truth of all is this, that Jesus Christ who gave
his life for our salvation is alive and therefore the word that pleases us
more than all the other words is joy. (120-21)
Joy and sacred humor are siblings because each of them has the same parent. They work
individually and together to advance the cause of Christ in the world. By themselves, joy
and sacred humor empower Christians to be light to the world. Together, they are a
powerful instrument for evangelism and discipleship. Demaray writes, “Above all, let
your humor suggest the joy Christians know. The essence of the early Christian witness
was radiance. It was said of one godly person, “His smiles were fraught with greater
meaning than his sermons” (Laughter, Joy, and Healing 154). Joy leads to radiance.
Radiance is compelling and magnetic (Dubay 321-22). Joy and sacred humor improve the
preacher’s ethos and are a delight to the congregation.
Many non-Christians consider church to be a serious place, absent of joy and
humor (Barnette, “Using Humor in Preaching” 5). Demaray writes of negative
perception, “But many people have avoided the church because they get the message that
only depressives, at least terribly austere people, can really be good Christians”
(Laughter, Joy, and Healing 74). The church has occasions where being solemn is the
appropriate emotion, but the solemn will be replaced by joy. Confession is a solemn time
where people mourn their sin. Praise is a joyful time where people celebrate the goodness
of God who forgives sin. Both confession and praise are essential pieces of Christian
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worship. Worship, and therefore preaching, should involve a variety of emotions, ranging
from confession to praise. A relationship between parents and children has room for a
wide range of emotions (Foster, Celebration of Discipline 40). Likewise, Christians, in
the presence of God and each other, can and should laugh and cry.
Joy expresses itself in many forms including tears and laughter (Niebuhr 143;
Peterson 14; Beukema 135; Filkins 25-26). James knew that hardships exist in life, but
faith in God’s goodness overcomes tribulations that people face on earth: “Consider it
pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the
testing of your faith develops perseverance” (Jas. 1:2-3, NIV). The sorrow of Good
Friday is replaced by the joy and laughter of Easter Sunday. Paul and Silas were dragged,
stripped, beaten, and thrown into prison. Prison was not a happy circumstance, but joy
prevailed as Paul and Silas prayed and sang hymns to God (Acts 16:19-25). Joy and its
sibling, humor, do not depend on circumstance to prevail.
Jesus acknowledged that tragedy exists in this world, but, as in the book of Job, he
also stated that comedy will overtake tragedy in the life of a disciple (Beuchner,
Whistling in the Dark 31). Jesus compared the experience of hardship being transformed
from grief to joy with the range of feelings a woman goes through in giving birth to a
child:
You will grieve, but your grief will turn to joy. A woman giving birth to a
child has pain because her time has come; but when her baby is born she
forgets the anguish because of her joy that a child is born into the world.
So with you: Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you
will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy. In that day you will no
longer ask me anything. I tell you the truth, my Father will give you
whatever you ask in my name. Until now you have not asked for anything
in my name. Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete.
(John 16:20-24)
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Labor is difficult and painful, but the difficulties and pain are forgotten and do not
compare to the intense feelings of joy when the child is brought into the world. Jesus said
that joy will not be taken away (John 16:22). The human status of happiness depends on
conditions such as a good marriage, a rewarding job, or a nice vacation (Buechner,
Wishful Thinking 57-58). Joy is a gift from the Holy Spirit who produces fruit in the life
of a Spirit-filled believer (Gal. 5:22).
The Greek word used for joy is chara. The word chara is closely related to the
Greek words for love, thanksgiving, and grace—all surprises given to humanity from the
benevolence of a loving God (Arnold 1022-23):
This word becomes the root word for the word especially used by Paul as
a part of his love vocabulary, and that word charis is the word we know in
the English text as “grace.” Grace is surprise gift of love for Paul. The
long form of this word charismata is the word translated “gift” as in 1
Corinthians 12, where Paul tells of the gifts of the Holy Spirit. When the
Greek prefix eu is placed before charis we have the very important New
Testament word eucharist which means “thanksgiving”: the good surprise
gift given to someone or to God is what we call the gratitude of
thanksgiving. These words are each in their own way vital words in the
vocabulary of the Christian faith. (E. Palmer 38)
Humor, joy, love, thanksgiving, and grace all have the element of surprise. Demaray
writes, “Hope centers in God, unmovable and sure. The hope in God holds surprises we
cannot yet know” (Laughter, Joy, and Healing 42). Humor and joy are both gifts from
God to humans to bring people closer to God and to one another.
Humor and Faith
Just as humor and joy are siblings; a strong connection exists between humor and
faith. Humor is a prelude to faith and laughter is the beginning of prayer (Niebuhr 135).
The relationship between humor and faith is that both deal with the incongruities of
human existence. Humor recognizes and is concerned with immediate incongruities.
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Faith deals with ultimate incongruities. The relationship between Christian faith and
humor is one that has been given little consideration. Reinhold Niebuhr writes about the
relationship between faith and humor: “Laughter is our reaction to immediate
incongruities and those which do not affect us essentially. Faith is the only possible
response to the ultimate incongruities of existence which threaten the very meaning of
life” (135). Sacred humor and faith are integral ingredients of a life that is whole—one
that deals with abundant life on earth and eternal life in heaven (Potthoff 76). Christian
faith and humor are not mutually exclusive; they are close relatives. Hyers also writes of
the relationship: “Faith without laughter leads to dogmatism and self-righteousness.
Laughter without faith leads to cynicism and despair” (Comic Vision 51). The Christian
faith needs sacred humor and sacred humor needs the Christian faith.
A key element of the Christian faith is that the end is not death; the end is life
(Buechner, Magnificent Defeat 81) and makes humor possible. Christian faith makes
heaven the final resting place for believers. Harvey Potthoff writes about the result of
assurance of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ and its resulting possibility of humor:
“The person of faith knows something others do not know. He or she has something up
his or her sleeve, and so can chuckle when others are just plain up tight. Faith vindicates
laughter” (76). Faith makes humor and its result, laughter, possible (Barth, Homiletics
125).
Faith, as mentioned in the preceding paragraph, is the final victory over
incongruity. Humor is recognition of incongruity. Humor, to be sacred, must engage the
essential matters of life and move toward the Christian faith that conquers incongruity.
Niebuhr concludes his writing about humor and faith: “That is why there is laughter in

Finnestad 36
the vestibule of the temple, the echo of laughter in the temple itself, but only faith and
prayer, and no laughter, in the holy of holies” (149). Humor is a preface to faith.
Humor and Seriousness
Because of the relationship that sacred humor has with joy and faith, sacred
humor is serious business. Humor can be playful and it can be serious (Hobbs 150). The
use of humor by Christians, especially in Christian communication, can be viewed with a
feeling of suspicion and distrust because humor is often considered lighthearted or trivial
(Evans 176). Hyers writes of Christians not taking humor seriously: “Christians have
often found the subject of laughter an awkward one. Laughter seems at the furthest
removed from reverence and piety, while humor seems to imply a failure to take religious
matters seriously” (“Christian Humor” 198). A look at influential Christian writers and
thinkers illustrates a perceived disconnect between Christianity and humor. For example,
Edward Irving writes of humor’s low status in the Church: “Laughter is a kind of
bacchanalian state of the mind just as drunkenness is a bacchanalian state of the body. It
is a rather violent change in the law and order of nature to which it is not willingly
inclined if sanctified” (qtd. in Flynn 16). Chrysostom preaches, “This world is not a
theatre in which we can laugh, and we are not assembled together in order to burst into
peals of laughter, but to weep for our sins” (qtd. in Hyers, “Christian Humor” 198).
Irving and Chrysostom identify Christianity with seriousness and vulgarity with humor.
Not everybody agrees with the position of sacred humor’s place in the Church.
While humor is not always appropriate, one cannot say that it is never
appropriate. Flynn counters the argument that humor, because it is inappropriate, does not
belong in the Church:
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If such reasonings are true, then no laugh should ever ring again, no word
of wit pass our lips, no smile at humor cross our faces, nor should we
repeat anything funny. Many of the pleasantries of social intercourse
would be forever banned! What a drab, dull, dreary world this would be!
Doesn’t God want us to laugh? (17)
God does want his children to laugh. The Bible is clear that a “time to laugh” (Ecc. 3:4)
exists. People can be too serious. Jesus’ fiercest opponents were some of the most devout
and serious people, yet Jesus exposed their seriousness as sinfulness (Willimon, And the
Laugh Shall Be First 10). William Willimon critiques the seriousness of the church:
Whether liberal or conservative, in church with our moral checklist of
peccadilloes, our anxious self-examination, our nervous desire to always
be right, always be found pure, correct in word and deed, we don’t need
God to save us. We are busy saving ourselves. How dare some upstart
poke fun at our righteousness! (11-12)
The Church should most definitely take God seriously but not take itself so seriously
(Tisdale, “Calling of the Preacher” 12).
Humor can be instrumental in urging the Church not to take itself so seriously.
Humor is often useful when making a serious argument (Vannorsdall 188) and when
telling a story (Maxwell and Parrott 136). Humanity can be serious about faith,
relationships, work, and play without being serious about self (Lundin, Paul, and
Christensen 107). The humble person understands that God is God and people are not
God (Bonhoeffer 140). Niebuhr puts life in proper perspective when he writes, “We are
rather insignificant little bundles of energy and vitality in a vast organization of life. But
we pretend that we are the very center of this organization. This pretension is ludicrous”
(141). Humor can be serious but it still performs a necessary function of helping people
not to take themselves too seriously (Willimon, And the Laugh Shall Be First 10).
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While humor can be serious, sacred humor can be thought of as the “friend of
seriousness” (Berggrav 207). The relationship between humor and seriousness exists and
is necessary. Even with great zeal and seriousness, the proclamation of the gospel can
appear as something joyless, without some degree of humor or playfulness (Barth,
Church Dogmatics 655). Karl Barth saw the necessity of humor to proclaim the message
of the gospel effectively. Even though sacred humor is helpful in sharing the gospel,
humor has its limitations. Eivind Berggrav notes that sacred humor is at best “a modest
and discreet friend which has so much tact, that it knows when it is fitting to make an
exit” (207). Excessive seriousness is not wholesome. Similarly, humor should only be
used within appropriate boundaries.
Humor and Healing
The previous paragraphs contend that humor is not the opposite of seriousness.
Humor can be light-hearted and trivial, but humor is equally capable of addressing the
most serious issues, such as all facets of health: emotional, relational, physical, and
spiritual. Volumes of research have been done in the field of healing and humor.
Humor will not be replacing pharmacies and hospitals any time soon, but its role
in healing should not be overlooked. Humor plays an important preventive role for
health. Humor can prevent some painful aspects of life including fear, hurt, horror, and
despair (Erikson 32-33). Humor helps individuals cope with stress (Romero, Alsua,
Hinrichs, and Pearson 189). Proverbs says, “A cheerful heart is good medicine, but a
broken spirit saps a person’s strength” (Prov. 17:22, NLT). Humor and healing are
closely related.
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Christian healing must not be confused with being cured (Black 11; BrownTaylor, God in Pain 12). Being cured is a version of physical healing, but in addition to
bodies, God is also interested in healing his children’s emotional status, relationships,
addictions, and spiritual well-being. Demaray writes about humor creating an
environment where healing can take place: “Humor oils the wheels of life’s machinery,
and this liberating effect lets God build in us a framework of faith that makes possible
saying what needs saying and doing what needs doing” (Laughter, Joy, and Healing
100). Thus, humor can be used to heal our minds, our hearts, and our bodies; both
spiritually and physically.
Humor creates an environment that is relaxing for the speaker and the listener
(James 93; Katt 133; and Barnette, “Using Humor in Preaching” 5). Because humor
relaxes, it is often associated with improving wholeness: physical, emotional, relational,
and spiritual (Demaray, Laughter, Joy, and Healing 105-06). Humor can relax by
breaking ice, removing embarrassment, relieving tension, and smoothing over
situations—all which can lead to healing (Flynn 69). Excess stress and anxiety are
barriers to personal, professional, and spiritual growth as well as barriers to healing.
Humor relaxes by relieving anxiety and breaking down barriers to learning and growth
(Mindess 214; Ward 120; Moody 113). Humor can help people deal constructively with
anger (Freud 231) and help people avoid and overcome addictions—behaviors that cause
brokenness to society (Capps 183).
Extensive scientific research has been completed on humor and healing, and much
of the research points to a correlation between them. The relaxing and balancing
functions are an important part of many studies, but the process of healing involves such
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a vast field that the association between healing and humor continues to draw both
medical and communication researchers. The following discussion gives a sample of
some research in the area of humor and healing.
Humor has been and continues to be an important part of nursing. Humor helps
patients breathe easier, feel less pain, and relieve tension (Mooney 88). Mirthful behavior
increases the oxygen rate, muscular activity, and production of catecholemines in the
body (Fry 81-98). Humor strengthens the immune system, lowers stress hormones such
as cortisol and epinephrine, and is good for the circulatory system (Danbom 668-72).
Allen Klein writes the compelling story of how humor helped him and his wife during
her battle against a rare liver disease that eventually took her life. He notes that humor
brought them closer together, revived them, and helped them through their “sea of
darkness” (5). Humor used by caregivers has been shown to increase the self-perceived
worth of patients (Hsieh, Hsiao, Liu, and Chang 207). Paige Johnson, in her study of
breast cancer patients finds that women with breast cancer have used humor to get
through the low moments of their emotional journey and to also build a supportive
community network that helps them relax (694). Humor enhances the treatment of
psychiatric patients (Minden 82) and moderates a patient’s response to pain (Bennett
1257). Humor has a positive effect on hope. Increased experiences of humor have led to
increased hope among cancer patients (Vilaythong, Arnau, Rosen, and Mascaro 87), and
a high correlation exists between humor and hope among residents and staff at an assisted
living facility (Westburg 29). Humor has played a positive role in cardiac rehabilitation,
discomfort threshold, coping, and immune response (Hsieh, Hsiao, Liu, and Chang 207).
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Humor is an “effective intervention that impacts health and well-being” of people
(Christie and Moore 211).
Studies from the fields of medicine and psychology are important to theology and
homiletics. Churches and the world are full of hurting people. God is the Wonderful
Counselor and the Great Physician. The Bible asserts that reconciliation, restoration, and
forgiveness are possible through the love, grace, and power of God (Brueggemann,
Finally Comes the Poet 13-14; Brown-Taylor, Gospel Medicine 3-13). Jesus sent out his
disciples to heal the sick (Matt. 10:1). God desires that his children be whole. The Church
must never forget and must take seriously its role in bringing healing and wholeness to
the world (Brown-Taylor, Speaking of Sin 96). Sacred humor is a gift God gives the
Church to restore brokenness, disease, and alienation.
Conclusion to the Bible and Theology and Humor
God uses humor in the Bible to bring people into a closer relationship with God
and with each other. Humor is not a dominant genre in the Bible, but it exists and should
be taken seriously. The humor of humanity can either be profane or sacred. Preachers
should avoid using profane humor. Sacred humor is a gift from God; it builds community
and glorifies God. Sacred humor is related to and is a product of joy and faith. Sacred
humor aids in healing. Sacred humor is not the opposite of seriousness but the
recognition that people are people and God is God in all his power, grace, and love.
Homiletics and Humor
Humor is present in many sermons. Humor has a rich tradition in American
preaching. Preachers such as Henry Ward Beecher and Charles Finney used humor to
communicate the gospel (McClure, Preaching Words 51-52). God communicated with
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variety in the Holy Scriptures, including humor. Sermons do the same. (Arthurs 22).
Humor is a subject in many preaching texts. The following section examines the body of
literature in humor and preaching.
Humor as Delight
Augustine argues that true eloquence should teach, delight, and move the listener
to accomplish a desired action (Long, “Taking the Listeners Seriously” 45). Teaching and
delighting without moving creates educated and joyous people who are not called to
action. Delighting and moving without teaching creates joyous people who are eager to
serve but lack the training to serve effectively. Teaching and moving is very difficult
without delighting. Augustine argues about the essential relationship and balances
between teaching, moving, and delighting: “Teaching your audience is a matter of
necessity, delighting them a matter of being agreeable, moving them a matter of victory”
(284). Humor can make a sermon delightful and aid the preacher in training and moving
the congregation (Vannorsdall 189). Augustine describes the listener:
There are, however, fastidious people who do not take pleasure in the truth
if it is presented in any old fashion, but only if it is presented in such a
way that the speaker’s style too is pleasing; and that is why no slight place
in the art of eloquence is also allotted to the function of giving delight.
(qtd. in Long, “Taking the Listeners Seriously” 285)
Augustine argues that preachers make their sermons delightful. Charles Spurgeon agrees,
“No reason exists why the preaching of the gospel should be a miserable operation either
to the speaker or to the hearer. Pleasantly profitable let all our sermons be” (318).
Delightful sermons make teaching more effective (Denison 91) and can inspire people to
serve at increased levels (Shepherd 5; Childers 28-29).
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Boredom is a hindrance to effective communication (Graves 95-96; Carnegie 9498; Block 46-47; Dodd 4). Humor is one remedy to boredom (Miller, Preaching 225-26).
People have a negative response to material that is predictable, tedious, unengaging, and
dry (Marty, “Interestingness and Imagination” 236-37; Lencioni 223; Koller 101-05;
Winter 11-17). Preaching should not be boring because the gospel is not boring. The
gospel is exciting, transforming, and delightful. Therefore, worship, in general, and
sermons, in particular, should be stimulating (Barna, Frog 93; Heinzmann 138; Kallestad
7). Humor is one way to make sermons exciting rather than boring (Barnette, “Using
Humor in Preaching” 5; Gibson 107). An objection to Christianity and to the local church
is that the communication of the gospel is boring (Kallestad 7; Miller, Sermon Maker 70).
Boredom is bad: “More people have been bored out of the Christian faith than have been
reasoned out of it” (Robinson and Robinson 10). Humor is not boring and is one way for
Christian communicators to make the exciting and transforming gospel delightful to the
twenty-first century listener.
Homiletical Humor Gone Wrong
In addition to being delightful and of great value for the speaker, humor can also
be very dangerous. Homiletical humor can accomplish great things when used
appropriately and can be catastrophic when not used carefully (R. Allen, Hearing the
Sermon vii). Humor should be used sensibly and carefully by the speaker (Deneire 287).
One possible danger in using humor is the use of jokes. Jokes are a form of humor
that can be detracting from a sermon and other forms of public address (Heim 27;
Yarwood 381; Farmer 12-21; O. Allen 74; Filkins 25). Humor and jokes are not
necessarily the same thing (Miller, Preaching 226). Canned jokes are generally not
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appropriate for sermons (Webb, Comedy and Preaching 13-14; Tisdale, Preaching 131;
H. Mitchell 95; Morgenthaler 155). Jokes can be precarious and may detract from the
biblical message the preacher is trying to convey (Miller, Preaching 226-27). Fred B.
Craddock writes about the effectiveness of humor, the danger of jokes, and the difference
between jokes and humor:
And humor will be humor; not jokes, at best a risky business and at worst
a violation of the sermon. Humor, properly joined to the matter of the
sermon, feels at home and is thus free to frolic, laugh, and celebrate the
grace of God. Humor is, after all, inevitable in truly good preaching
because all the right ingredients are present: concrete and specific
references, no one laughs at the general and the abstract; concern for the
significant and sacred, why else are things funnier in classrooms and
sanctuaries, at weddings and funerals; and a sense of freedom, only God is
God, liberating us from postures and pretenses. Humor is, then, a genuine
response to grace; grace works in us that most beautiful virtue, gratitude;
and the grateful person acknowledges that there is usually a small party
going on in the back of the mind. All this, of course, makes no sense to the
humorless calculator who carefully inserts a joke here and there to break
up the monotony of a sermon which, in its intense effort to be totally
serious, generates smiles and muffled laughter. (219-20)
Craddock sees humor as a natural response to grace, and he sees jokes as distracting and
dangerous.
Jokes are dangerous for five reasons. First, most jokes have circulated and been
heard before. These jokes are distracting and deflect interest from the sermon. Second,
jokes usually do not illustrate the subject. Third, jokes can trivialize a powerful argument.
Fourth, jokes can reflect poorly on the preacher’s intellect and judgment. Fifth, jokes can
be divisive and improper when one listener is offended (Miller, Marketplace Preaching
15, 106; Buechner, Wishful Thinking 57; Sparks, Travis, and Thompson 340).
Jokes may provide entertainment, but the goal of preaching is not to entertain
(Hogan 72-73; Cargal 156; Hansen 211; Florence 128-29). Entertainment for the sake of
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entertainment in the church is of little value and is not appropriate (Stevens and Morgan
24-25). Entertainment is of great value when it captures the listeners’ attention and turns
their hearts toward God (Cargal 156; Stevens and Morgan 25). Effective preaching can be
entertaining, but preaching should never become a performance (Miller, Empowered
Communicator 152; Webber 189; Grindal 244).
Another potential danger of using humor is the ineffective attempted use of
humor. Attempted humor that is not humorous can also put the speaker in a very
awkward position (Walters 155-56), which is an undesirable outcome (Davis 154).
Listeners are going to process humor differently. Men and women have slightly different
ways of appreciating humor. Younger people use humor more and are more likely to be
engaged by humor than the older person who is listening to the same message. AfricanAmericans use more humor than any other ethnic group. Also, humor has been shown to
vary widely among geographic regions within the United States (Romero, Alsua,
Hinrichs, and Pearson 196-97). All these things should be considered when attempting
humor.
In addition to the preacher’s humor being funny, the preacher must avoid profane
humor (Walsh 106-07). Sarcasm, ridicule, and sexual innuendo are examples of
unfortunate humor and are not acceptable (Webb, Comedy and Preaching 15; Parrott
189-90). Sacred humor also excludes remarks that tease people with disabilities,
alternative sexual orientations, and people from minority ethnic groups (Yarwood 372;
Vannorsdall 190). Sacred humor must not be exclusive (Davis 156-57). The preacher’s
humor should be sacred and have a common ground with the listener (Henderson 86;
Harvey 523). Humor, like the use of media or self-disclosure, is one of many homiletical
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devices that can be abused (Hamilton, Leading beyond the Walls 79) and overused
(Gorham and Christophel 61; Downs, Javidi, and Nussbaum 139; Yarwood 369;
Beukema 132-33).
Preaching Authentically
Although homiletical humor is not always appropriate, this discussion is not
meant to discourage the use of humor in preaching. A preacher with little interest or skill
in using humor should not feel compelled to force the use of humor; however, a preacher
with much interest and skill in using humor should not feel repressed or inhibited to use it
freely (Wiersbe 275; Farmer 11) as many listeners want to laugh (Robinson, Making a
Difference in Preaching 123).
Preachers should find their own voices and be authentic when speaking the
Christian gospel (McGee 51-71; Burke 73-74; Webb, Preaching without Notes 109-11;
Stetzer 281; Hybels 140-41; Stanley and Jones 169; McDonald de Champlain 99).
Authentic personhood in the pulpit has no substitute (Swears 41; Brooks 21). The humor
of the speaker should be consistent with the personality of the speaker (Davis 154;
Yarwood 369-70). God created and gifted preachers to proclaim the unchanging biblical
message using their own giftedness, passions, and personalities. Preachers can and should
be themselves when presenting the gospel message (Killinger 134-38; Brown, Robinson,
and Willimon 45) and should not force the use of humor. For example, timing is essential
for the humorist (Miller, Preaching 226). Humor with bad timing can leave the listener
confused and distracted (226). To the preacher and the comic, timing and delivery is
important (Powell 104-05; Garlock 52). The preacher who has little experience with
humor should begin using it slowly and gradually until it can be delivered effectively
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(Danbom 670-71). Preachers can learn from others but must never lose their self-identity,
which is a gift from God (Broadus 314-15).
Self-Disclosure, Humor, and Preaching
Self-disclosure can be a way to preach in one’s own voice and a way to inject
humor in an authentic manner. Self-disclosure is the verbal and nonverbal revelation of
the speaker’s feelings, values, and/or personal experiences (Arthurs and Gurevich 215). It
is defined as communication of “self-content that is intentionally directed at another
person, and contains information generally unavailable from other sources” (Rosenfeld
and Kendrick 326). Self-disclosure and humor can form a powerful team because some of
the best and most relevant humor often comes from real-life stories (Bolton 9; Pinsky
226). Almost no part of modern life is unaffected by stories (Cahill 39). Stories have
many functions, including helping the listener remember important things, helping solve
problems, sharing experiences with others, and creating community (Seymour 24-32).
Excellent supportive material for sermons can come from life and observations
(Willimon, “Collecting Supportive Material” 56-57; Tucker 69-71). Laughing at oneself
can display that the preacher is emotionally and spiritually healthy. Hybels, Briscoe, and
Robinson write about possible benefits of combining self-disclosure and humor: “Humor
at your own expense, if not used too often, can be a way of getting people to respond. We
like people who laugh at themselves, because they are saying, ‘What I am talking about is
very serious, but I don’t take myself too seriously’” (134). Self-disclosure is a form of
communication found in the Bible (Craddock 208) and can be an effective vehicle to
share the gospel for contemporary Christian communicators (Morganthaler 155; Moore
191-92; Bausch 68-70).

Finnestad 48
Although self-disclosure may be present in the Bible and is present in many of
today’s sermons, the use of self-disclosure is a controversial issue in contemporary
homiletics (Eslinger 95). David A. Buttrick writes against the use of self-disclosure: “To
be blunt, there are virtually no good reasons to talk about ourselves from the pulpit”
(Homiletic 142). He notes that self-disclosure splits consciousness, reveals character
flaws, can cover for the speaker’s insecurity, and may breach confidence (142-43).
Taking the opposite view is Bruce Salmon who writes, “The best help we can offer is our
own woundedness and a description of what has saved and healed us” (54). Each
preacher does have a personal experience with Jesus Christ, and this experience is
essential for the preacher who is a Christian witness (Stott, Preacher’s Portrait 74). Both
power and danger exist in using self-disclosure. Balance is a desirable attribute when
using self-disclosure in preaching (Long, Witness of Preaching 177; Littauer and Littauer
104-05; Stowell 143-44; Craddock 208-09).
Simple rules exist for effective use of self-disclosure: Do not be the hero or a
victim; do not break pastoral confidences; do not embarrass a friend or family member;
do not overuse personal interests; and, do not use the sermon as a confessional (BrownTaylor, Preaching Life 79; Wilson, Setting Words on Fire 161-62; Morgan 109; R. Allen,
“Getting a Message” 30). Although Buttrick’s position of using no self-disclosure is
generally disregarded in the field of contemporary homiletics, an opposite danger of
using self-disclosure too often can signify that preachers are maladjusted and preoccupied
with themselves (Downs, Javidi, and Nussbaum 139). Self-disclosure is more healthy
when the gospel is reported through the lens of preachers’ lives rather than focusing on
their lives (McClure, Preaching Words 122-24).
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The use of humor in self-disclosure can be acceptable and even desirable because
preachers’ ability to laugh at themselves shows humility (Demaray, Laughter, Joy, and
Healing 68; Long, Witness of Preaching 16; Brown, Robinson, and Willimon 51; Gritsch
177). Humility is having a real and honest evaluation of self—not thinking more of
oneself than is accurate or appropriate (Cloud 146). Humility, the opposite of pride, is
central to knowing and teaching the truth (P. Palmer 108; Piper 162-66). In addition to
humility, appropriate self-disclosure can also form a type of empathy that elicits trust
(Franklin 52; Miller, Empowered Communicator 56). Empathy is important in an
American culture that values personality over office as a source of ethos (Marquart 159).
Self-disclosure, with or without humor, should always be presented in a manner of
humility (Foss 168) that shines the spotlight on God (Sjogren 19). The point of selfdisclosure must be to point others to God and not self (Brueggemann, Cadences of Home
42; Arthurs and Gurevich 223). Self-disclosure done with personal humility is helpful in
developing relational solidarity (Nash 87; Martoia 125-27) and ethos (Collins 22-23;
Arthurs and Gurevich 220).
Humor and Church Health
Because humor aids in building relationships, a positive correlation exists
between humor and vitality in a Christian faith community (Schwarz 36-37). Participants
in participating churches were asked to respond true or false to the following statement:
“There is a lot of laughter in our church.” In high-quality growing churches, 68 percent of
the participants responded true to the statement while participants in low-quality
declining churches responded true at only a 33 percent rate (36-37). In a study of how
apostolic churches reach secular people, one of the principles of an outreach-focused
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church was to speak the language of the people (Hunter 161-62). A church or a preacher
neglecting humor is not speaking an important genre of language. Healthy churches are
led by healthy leaders. A sense of humor helps leaders understand, cope, and live through
disappointments, failures, and surprises (Jones 33). Individuals on thriving teams enjoy
each other and laugh together (Groeschel 77-78). Sacred humor is one of God’s gifts to
the Church.
Lowering Defenses and Connecting to the Listeners
Building a successful relationship with the listener is an essential function of any
communicator (Cloud 69-71). Lowering defenses and relaxing the listener are two tools
used by a speaker to build a relationship with the listener.
Humor is an invaluable tool to lower the defenses of the listener (Killinger 112;
Beukema 133-34). The pulpit has lost public influence and the gospel is a very tough sell
in today’s culture (Buttrick, “Preaching Today” 3-5; Welsh 32). When presenting the
gospel to today’s culture, there are two challenges. First, American culture is largely
shaped by a media that does not represent a Christian worldview (Henderson 70-95) and
humor is one of the languages of today’s American culture (Beukema 136). Second,
Americans tend to be spectators and not participants (Henderson 70-95; Campolo
“Preaching” 32-36). Both these assertions make the proclamation of the gospel
challenging in twenty-first century America. Lowering the defenses of the listeners is
essential in today’s American culture. Hybels, Briscoe, and Robinson write about using
humor when speaking to non-Christians: “Some people come to church not expecting to
find themselves enjoying the experience. If I can get them laughing, they relax and
become more open to what I’m about to say” (95). Humor lowers defenses and helps
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Christian communicators smuggle the gospel into the lives of the listeners. They recall a
comment a person once gave about lowering defenses and smuggling the gospel into the
life of a believer:
I’ve been listening to you for quite a long time now, and sometimes when
I go home from church, I find a knife stuck in my ribs. I always wonder,
“How did he do that?” So today I decided to watch you closely, and I
found out how you did it. You got me laughing, and while I was laughing,
you slipped the point home. (72)
Lowering defenses allows preachers to teach more effectively by delighting and making
the message more agreeable. The messenger can also become more agreeable by using
humor to neutralize opinions that clergy may be arrogant, out-of-touch, or opinionated.
Humor can lower defenses by making the preacher more real and accessible (Drakeford
42-43; Yarwood 363-65; Miller, Empowered Communicator 23) and can produce mood
improvement and common ground (116), but humor must be appropriate and not make
the speaker seem lacking in honesty or seriousness (Yarwood 392; Miller, Empowered
Communicator 23-24).
Humor does not trivialize the topic to which the preacher is referring, but it does
provide a short-term reprieve to an intense subject (Minger 68; Stanley and Young 160;
Briscoe 388; Hamilton, Unleashing the Word 106). Tony Campolo speaks about the
relaxing effect of a short-term reprieve in a recent interview: “I use humor just to let it up
every once in a while or else I—you know—I’ve got people backed up” (“Faith
Equation” 36). An example of the relaxing effect of humor came from Ronald Reagan
shortly after he was shot. People did not know how seriously he was injured. A report
came in that Reagan said to the doctors in the operating room, “I hope you’re all
Republicans” (Danbom 670). This humor reassured Americans and relieved tension.
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By relaxing the listener, humor can unmask hypocrisy and express disapproval
(Hobbs 150). Humor allows the speaker to exploit injustice, evil, and the unfair in ways
that a head-on approach simply may not be effective (Freud 103). In the courtroom,
humor allows an attorney to accomplish indirectly what may be highly problematic to
establish directly (Hobbs 150). By lowering defenses and relaxing the listener, a pastor
can experience similar results through the effective use of sacred humor.
In addition to lowering defenses and relaxing the listener, humor allows the
preacher to connect with the listeners. Humor can quickly bond people who have very
little in common (Maxwell 178-79). The media-driven culture has an increasingly short
attention span (J. Mitchell 15-17; Barnette, “Using Humor in Preaching” 5; Barna,
Second Coming 3-4; Brown-Taylor, Preaching Life 76-77). Media has made verbal
communication difficult (Keck 40; Salter 5-16). Competing with media makes a healthy
relationship between the speaker and listener essential. Humor can help the preacher be
interesting and build bridges between the preacher and the listeners (J. Mitchell 131;
Johnston 167; Miller, Empowered Communicator 49).
Humor as a Teaching Tool to the Head and Heart
A healthy relationship between the speaker and listener makes humor a very
effective device for teaching (Drakeford 34). Humor opens people’s minds to new ideas,
simplifies complicated situations, and provides easier access to profound ideas (Killinger
112). Humor is an instrument that helps people have a constructive reaction to countercultural Christian claims making teaching more possible to people who are ambivalent or
antagonistic. A well-known psychological principle reflects that a serious thought
following laughter will make a deeper impression than otherwise. Humor often helps face
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foibles, laugh at them, and perhaps even erase some of them (Cox 25; Goldin, Bordan,
Araoz, Gladding, Kaplan, Krumboltz, and Lazarus 402-03). Humor also helps the speaker
help the listener examine behaviors that are self-destructive (Danbom 669-71).
Humor assists in preaching not only to the intellect but also to the heart. Engaging
people’s emotions is a central task for the preacher (Swears 61; Stanley, Joiner, and Jones
132). Engaging the heart can be difficult for preachers but humor can help them engage
emotions such as grief and suspense (Hybels, Briscoe, and Robinson 134). Laughing,
crying, and emoting allow people to be moved and inspired (Miller, Marketplace
Preaching 183; Quicke 47-48).
The Preacher as a Sacred Comedian
The purpose of preachers is to speak to the people for God. Preachers are pastors,
prophets, priests, and evangelists. They are not stand-up comics, but they can be sacred
comedians, sharing the surprising good news to a world that desperately needs it. Humor
that is integrated and makes a point is an excellent tool for good instruction (Borgia,
Horack, and Owles 49). Likewise, a church may find itself in trouble when it exiles
humor from the sanctuary and leaves this part of God’s creation to the comedy club and
television set.
Communication Theory
This section explores communication studies relating to humor. Very little, if any,
empirical research exists on the effects of humor in preaching. Much of the following
research is derived from other professional settings such as health care and teaching.
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Preaching, Humor, and Ethos
Ethos is the credibility, character, compassion, and integrity of the speaker
(Lybrand 29; Smith 113; Chapell 289; Marty, “Preaching Rhetorically” 106). How the
listener perceives the character of the speaker affects the receptivity to the speaker’s
message (Ramsey 20; Heisler 83; McClure, Allen, Andrews, Bond, Moseley, and
Ramsey 136-37). Ethos is a meaningful predictor of believability and likeableness, and
can be measured by surveying the competence, goodwill, and trustworthiness of the
speaker (McCroskey and Teven 101).
Ethos and humor orientation, which measures a person’s propensity to create and
understand humorous messages during personal contact with others (Wanzer and Frymier
54), have demonstrated a positive relationship in various settings such as athletics,
education, and the military. A correlation has been shown between college coaches’
humor orientation and their likeability (Grisaffe, Blom, and Burke 105; Torok,
McMorris, and Lin 18). Speakers who use appropriate humor in an instructional setting
are perceived by their listeners to have a greater ethos than those who use inappropriate
humor or no humor (Gruner 228-33; McClure, Preaching Words 52). A high humor
orientation demonstrates a positive correlation to leadership effectiveness. In a study at
the United States Military Academy, cadets were asked to recall particularly good and
bad leaders and then rate those leaders on leadership and humor. Outstanding leadership
and high perceived humor orientation were positively linked (Priest and Swain 169-70).
High humor orientation is a socially desirable trait and leads to a higher ethos
(Shelvin and McGee 74). Instructional communication research confirms this suggestion
because people declare a sense of humor in numbers in excess of what is possible. Three
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studies report between 80 and 90 percent of respondents claimed that they have an above
average sense of humor in regard to their peers. One of these studies reported that less
than 2 percent of respondents self-reported a below-average sense of humor (Cann and
Calhoun 118). In addition to an extremely high percentage of the population claiming a
high humor orientation, a high humor orientation is largely recognized as a constructive
public attribute (118). A high humor orientation has a positive correlation with
extraversion and sociability (Kohler and Ruch 363-97) and has been shown to be most
strongly associated with the following descriptors: interesting, imaginative, creative,
friendly, pleasant, and clever (Kuiper and Martin 251-70). Humor orientation shows a
negative correlation with neuroticism (Deaner and McConatha 755-63) and depression
(Kuiper and Martin 251-70). The high humor orientation person can be a pleasant source
of positive encouragement with interesting and creative behaviors that are presented in a
manner that is agreeable, friendly, and amusing (Cann and Calhoun 126-28).
Barth argues with the assertion of the importance of ethos in the previous
paragraphs. He contends that effective preaching has little to do with the ethos of
preachers. Barth argues that preachers should place their primary focus on preparing
biblical messages that speak in spite of their presence. Most current communication
research and homiletic writing does not agree with Barth. Interest in the relationship
between rhetoric and homiletics has had a major impact on the revival of ethos in
homiletics (McClure, Preaching Words 12; Swears 113-14). Aristotle describes ethos as
one of the three components of persuasion along with pathos and logos. Pathos is
rhetoric’s appeal based on emotion and has to do with how feelings affect the listeners’
response to a message (R. Allen, Hearing the Sermon 71). Logos is rhetoric’s appeal
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based on logic and reason. It is the content of the message (43). Ethos, as noted above, is
rhetoric’s appeal based on character and integrity (19). A speaker may know what to say
(logos), and how to say it (pathos), but must also have the character and integrity (ethos)
to give credibility to the logos and pathos (Aristotle 14). A speaker having a balance in
the three areas of persuasion will create synergy that will allow the sum of the three areas
to be greater than its parts (Hogan and Reid 158-59). Ethos and each of its components—
competence, goodwill, and trustworthiness—are nonnegotiables for the preacher (Quicke
92-95; Miller, Preaching 233; Willimon, Pastor 157). Preaching cannot be separated
from the public, personal, and professional life of the preacher (Bailey 550; Wilson,
Practice of Preaching 27-31; Brown, Robinson, and Willimon 49-50). Sermons are not
just heard; sermons are also seen (Stott, Between Two Worlds 271). The ethos of various
preachers has been severely diminished because of moral failures in life and the use of
profane humor when preaching (Grindal 243). Competence, goodwill, and
trustworthiness take time to build but can all be eliminated in a matter of seconds. The
relationship between the ethos of preachers and their messages is an unavoidable truth
(Craddock 23).
Preaching, Humor, and Relational Solidarity
Relational solidarity is feelings of connectedness between people that progress as
an effect of common feelings, relationships, and intimate behaviors (Rubin, Pamlgreen,
and Sypher 223; Wheeless 48). People with high relational solidarity enjoy and share life
with each other (Jones 33).
Instructional communication studies have demonstrated the positive correlation
between humor orientation and interpersonal solidarity. The use of humor allows teachers
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to establish a positive classroom environment and a rapport with the students (Borgia,
Horack, and Owles 46). Sarah Torok, Robert McMorris, and Wen-Chi Lin report that 73
percent of college students felt positively toward a professor who uses humor
constructively (15). In the same study, 59 percent of the students strongly agreed that
humor promotes a sense of community (15). They also conclude that humor boosts
student morale and lowers tension (18). Similar studies report that over 80 percent of
both professors and students agree that humor should be or has been used to reduce stress
effectively among the class and create an environment that is healthy for learning (White
346; James 93-94). In therapy sessions, Robert Marshall notes that barriers can be broken
down when the therapist is free to be playful. Such playfulness allows the patient to relax
defenses (74) and has been demonstrated to strengthen rapport between the client and
counselor (Goldin and Bordan 409). The effective use of sacred humor generally makes
the listener like the speaker (Yarwood 377). Humor has been shown as one way to build
community, promote group creativity, and reduce conflict among community members
(Kher, Molstad, and Donahue 400-06; Miller, Preaching 227; Thoennes 73; Danbom
668-72). Appropriate humor creates a warm climate that fosters an environment that
promotes good interpersonal relationships (James 93; Olsson, Backe, Sorensen, and Kock
21). Humor can play an important role in dealing with difficult situations that threaten
community. Humor builds cohesion (Johnson 691). Humor helps build trust and
sensitivity in relationships (694). Humor also allows the speaker to show the listeners that
the speaker is human and makes learning more fun (Neuliep 354). Not all humor builds
relational solidarity. Profane humor, especially humor directed at the marginalized, is
detrimental to building community (Tragesser and Lippman 264-65). Although humor is
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certainly not the only contributing factor in a flourishing relationship, it can be most
helpful in developing them.
In short, humor makes listeners feel positive toward the speaker, promotes a sense
of community, boosts student morale, lowers stress, creates a healthy environment for
learning, and relaxes defenses. All these outcomes build relational solidarity. Preachers
who use sacred humor effectively are likely to accomplish the following: make their
listeners feel positive about the preachers, promote a sense of community, boost listener
morale, lower the listeners’ stress, create a healthy environment for learning, relax the
defenses of the listeners, and build a rapport with the listeners.
Based on the research in the previous paragraph, establishing relational solidarity
between preacher and listener is an essential task for the preacher (Slaughter, “Preaching”
173-74; Buttrick, Captive Voice 108; Rose 89; Turner 144-45; Kalas 30-33; Dawn 88;
Ford 42). A high relational solidarity between listener and speaker helps the listener
understand better, invest more in what is said, and feel predisposed to respond to the
message (McClure, Preaching Words 52). The relationship, or lack thereof, between the
speaker and listener can help or hinder what God accomplishes through the sermon
(Wilson, Practice of Preaching 27; Miller, Preaching 71).
Preaching, Humor, and Affective Learning
Affectus refers to the dimensions of emotions, feelings, and passions (Dreyer 259).
Affective learning is considered a valuable stimulus for a person’s eagerness to learn and
utilize the material and competencies beyond the learning environment (Rubin,
Palmgreen, and Sypher 81). One danger in Christianity is believing but not practicing
Christianity (Cousins 172-73). An essential goal of preaching is a deepened appreciation
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for God’s truth and a more faithful response to obedience to God (K. Anderson 110).
Affective learning includes people’s attitudes toward the recommended behavior of the
sermon, the content and subject matter of the sermon, the preacher, and the likelihood of
actually attempting to engage in behaviors recommended in the sermon.
Instructional communication research demonstrates a positive correlation between
humor orientation and affective learning. College students indicated that they are likely to
learn more from professors with high perceived humor orientations than they are from
professors with low humor orientations (Wanzer and Frymier 57). Perceived high humor
orientation is also correlated to immediacy, which is defined as physical or psychological
closeness (Gorham and Christophel 46). More immediate teachers tend to use more
humor and engender more learning (60). Students pay more attention to instructors with
high humor orientation and are more likely to attend and participate in class when humor
is frequently used (Neuliep 354; Wanzer and Frymier 58). Humor is useful for facilitating
student attention, motivation, and comprehension (Kher, Molstad, and Donahue 400-06)
and makes learning fun (Hsieh, Hsiao, Liu, and Chang 207). Humor aids in creativity
(Romero, Alsua, Henrichs, and Pearson 189; Borgia, Horack, and Owles 46) and in
making messages more memorable (Danbom 669-71). Humor is effective in clarifying
material (Downs, Javidi, and Nussbaum 137). Torak, McMorris, and Lin asked students
if they learn better when the professor uses humor. Of the students who responded, 40
percent answered often and another 40 percent replied always (15). When asked if humor
frustrates the students, 68 percent strongly disagreed (15). Findings similar to this
research led David James to conclude, “Institutions need to aggressively train online
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teachers and, in fact, all teachers on how to use humor to their advantage” (94). Humor is
a powerful teaching tool.
Although most students learned better when humor was effectively used, each
listener learns differently, in part, because each listener has a distinct humor orientation
(Arthurs 37; Jeter and Allen 5-20; Booth-Butterfield and Booth-Butterfield 205). Melissa
Bekelja Wanzer and Ann Bainbridge Frymier compared the preferences and learning
results of both low and high humor orientation students. High humor oriented students
reported significantly higher levels of learning from instructors with perceived high
humor orientation than they did from instructors with perceived low humor orientations
(58). No significant difference in learning was found between high humor orientation
students and low humor orientation students when the students had a high humor
orientation instructor. Low humor orientation students were much more tolerant and
learned more from low humor orientation instructors than high humor orientation
students learned from low humor orientation instructors. Low humor orientation students
preferred high humor orientation instructors over low humor orientation instructors (58).
Wanzer and Frymier’s study of low and high humor orientation professors and
their effectiveness on low and high humor orientation students is important for both low
and high humor orientation preachers. High and low humor orientation listeners will
learn equally well from high humor orientation preachers, however, high humor
orientation listeners will not learn as well from low humor orientation preachers. Also,
both high and low humor orientation listeners would prefer listening to the high humor
orientation preacher. Low humor orientation preachers need to be mindful of this listener
preference as they engage high humor orientation listeners and attempt to be more

Finnestad 61
agreeable to both high and low humor orientation listeners. When humor is presented in
an appropriate manner and is genuine, it will most likely aid in affective learning for both
low humor orientation and high humor orientation listeners.
Conclusion to Communication Theory
Sacred humor helps people build healthy relationships with each other and helps
speakers establish an ethos with their listeners. One of the aims of this dissertation was to
encourage preachers to use humor to build an ethos and healthy relationships with their
congregations. This relationship and ethos will allow preachers to persuade
congregations, to disciple congregations more effectively, and to move congregations to
new levels of Christian formation, witness, and outreach. Persuasive preachers who
inspire thier people to growth as disciples are effective preachers.
The three essential requirements of rhetoric are to teach, to delight, and to move
to action (Augustine 284). Teaching is a matter of necessity, delighting them a matter of
being agreeable, and moving them to action a matter of victory (284). Helpful preaching
uses persuasion that teaches congregations a biblical worldview, delights them with
laughter and joy, and moves them into Christian service in the world. Humor is a tool that
preachers can use to help congregations increase their affective learning by teaching,
delighting, and moving the people more effectively.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODLOGY
Problem and Purpose
The purpose of this research project was to evaluate the relationship of the
perceived humor orientation of preachers to the preachers’ perceived ethos, the relational
solidarity between the preachers and their congregations, and the affective learning of the
congregations. The five congregations studied were St. Paul United Methodist Church,
Lincoln, Nebraska; Lovers Lane United Methodist Church, Dallas, Texas; Grace Church,
Kansas City, Missouri; Veritas Church, Decatur, Georgia; and Marion First United
Methodist Church, Marion, Iowa.
One goal of preaching is to increase the affective learning of the congregation.
Affective learning is defined as “an increasing internalization of positive attitudes toward
the content or subject matter” (Rubin, Palmgreen, and Sypher 81). Affective learning is
the listener’s emotional consideration of the subject matter, other worshippers, and the
preacher. Affect is commonly seen as a valuable stimuli of a person’s readiness to “learn,
use, and generalize information and skills” (81).
Hypotheses and Research Questions
Participants from each of the five congregations evaluated their preachers’ humor
orientation and ethos, their relational solidarity with the preachers, and their affective
learning from the preachers’ preaching. Based on a review of literature, I developed the
following hypotheses and research questions.

Finnestad 63
Hypothesis #1
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
humor orientation and perceived ethos. Hypothesis #1 has 3 subparts; corresponding to
the perceived ethos subscales:
•

A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived

humor orientation and perceived competence.
•

A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived

humor orientation and perceived goodwill.
•

A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived

humor orientation and perceived trustworthiness.
The review of literature showed that the use of sacred humor was an effective
building block in competence, goodwill, and trustworthiness (Barnette, “Humor in
Preaching” 118-20). Humorists are intelligent, understanding, and genuine—all
components of ethos (145). Other disciplines have found humor to be a positive builder
of ethos between speakers and their audiences. For example, a study of college coaches
and their athletes found a moderate to high correlation between the use of humor and
ethos (Grisaffe, Blom, and Burke 103-08). My hypothesis proposed that a preacher’s
perceived humor orientation will have a positive correlation with perceived ethos.
Hypothesis #2
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived ethos
and the preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation. Hypothesis #2 has 3
subparts; corresponding with the three subscales of perceived ethos instrument.
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•

A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived

competence and the preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation.
•

A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived

goodwill and the preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation.
•

A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived

trustworthiness and the preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation.
The review of literature argues that ethos is correlated to healthy relationships
(McCroskey and Teven 96). Communication scholars have found a positive relationship
between ethos and relational solidarity. Each of the three components of ethos—
competence, goodwill, and trustworthiness—make a contribution to believability and
likeableness, two major components of relational solidarity (101-02). This hypothesis
proposed that a positive correlation exists between a preacher’s perceived ethos and the
components of ethos—competence, goodwill, and trustworthiness—and the preacher’s
relational solidarity with their congregation.
Hypothesis #3
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
humor orientation and the preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation.
The review of literature concludes that humor builds relational solidarity (Stokker
353-54). Sacred humor builds community (Drakeford 51-57). Sacred humor captures
attention (Gronbeck 37; Ragusa 32) and improves communication (Demaray,
Introduction to Homiletics 90). Sacred humor builds rapport between people as it puts
people at ease and allows them to be uninhibited around each other (Drakeford 33-34).
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Sacred humor is a gift from God that people can share with each other (Van Rensburg
108).
Research in other disciplines shows a strong relationship between humor and
relational solidarity. Medical professionals effectively use humor to bridge interpersonal
gaps, communicate caring, improve communication, and relieve stress (Bennett 125860). In a study of humor in German-occupied Norway during World War II, humor
served many positive functions that led to increased relational solidarity among
Norwegian captives. Humor helped Norwegians interpret events, reinforce resistance, and
break down isolation. Humor also served the powerful function of building hope and
courage among the occupied Norwegians (Stokker 349-54). Based on my literature
review that has displayed a positive relationship between humor and relational solidarity,
I hypothesized that a positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s
perceived humor orientation and the preacher’s relational solidarity with the
congregation.
Hypothesis #4
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
humor orientation and the affective learning of the congregation.
The review of literature discusses the relationship between humor orientation and
affective learning. Students pay more attention and participate in discussion when humor
is used effectively (Neuliep 354; Wanzer and Frymier 58). Students in the college
classroom responded that they are likely to learn more from professors with high
perceived humor orientations than from professors with low humor orientations (Wanzer
and Frymier 57). Humor creates an environment that fosters increased student attention,
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motivation, and comprehension and makes learning enjoyable (Hsieh, Hsiao, Liu, and
Chang 207; Kher, Molstad, and Donahue 400-06). Humor makes messages more
memorable (Danbom 669-71) and also serves as a clarifier of complex material (Downs,
Javidi, and Nussbaum 137). All the studies reviewed concluded that most students
learned better when humor was effectively used in the classroom.
Hypothesis #5
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived ethos
and the affective learning of the congregation.
Ethos, as discussed in the review of literature, is, among other things, the
character, credibility, perceived caring, and compassion of the speaker. The perceived
ethos of the speaker is essential to how the speaker’s message is received. The listener’s
perception of the speaker’s character has been demonstrated to affect the receptivity to
the speaker’s message (Ramsey 20; Heisler 83). Ethos is essential for the preacher
(Willimon, Pastor 157). The ethos of the preacher cannot be separated from the
effectiveness of the preacher (Craddock 23).
Hypothesis #6
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s relational
solidarity with the congregation and the affective learning of the congregation.
I earlier hypothesized that perceived humor orientation from a preacher would
show a positive correlation between perceived ethos and relational solidarity. I also
hypothesized that perceived ethos would show a positive correlation to relational
solidarity. A major argument in my review of literature was that humor builds
relationships. Research shows that relational solidarity is positively related to affective
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learning (J. Anderson 41-50). This hypothesis examined the correlation between the
preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation and the affective learning of the
congregation.
Research Question #1
How much of the relational solidarity can be attributed to a preacher’s use of
humor?
One of the primary aims of this dissertation was to explore how the preacher’s use
of sacred humor is positively related to relational solidarity. Factors other than humor
exist in building relational solidarity. These factors include, but are not limited to,
physical appearance of the preacher, competence of the preacher, friendliness of the
preacher, and non-worship interaction between the preacher and congregation. Despite
the limitations that other factors present, I attempted to determine how much of the
relational solidarity can be attributed to the pastor’s use of humor.
Research Question #2
Which constructs in the proposed model best predict the congregation’s affective
learning response to the sermon?
This research question addressed which of these constructs has the highest
correlation to affective learning. It also addressed the relationship between perceived
humor orientation and affective learning.
Population and Participants
Five pastors and the congregations they serve were selected for this study. The
pastors serve churches ranging in average worship attendance from one hundred to eight
hundred. At the time of the survey, the pastors have all been at their church between three
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and five years. Three of the five pastors are United Methodist. Two are from independent
churches. Four of the five pastors are Caucasion men. One is an African-Amercian
female. The names of the pastors and churches who are part of this study are
1. David Lux, St. Paul United Methodist Church, Lincoln, Nebraska;
2. Mike Brown, Grace Church, Kansas City, Missouri;
3. Mike Morgan, First United Methodist Church, Marion, Iowa;
4. Shante Buckley, Lovers Lane United Methodist Church, Dallas, Texas; and,
5. David Slagle, Veritas Church, Decatur, Georgia.
The participants at each church ranged between forty and ninety-seven people who
voluntarily and anonymously filled out the survey after the weekend worship service they
attended. The sample of preachers is a convenience sample. I had two primary reasons for
selecting the five pastors. First, I perceived each of them to be excellent preachers.
Second, I perceived each of them to have an above average humor orientation.
Design of the Study
The following instrumentation, pilot test, and variables were used to conduct the
study.
Instrumentation
The survey consisted of the following four established instruments: the perceived
humor orientation of the preacher, the perceived ethos of the preacher, the relational
solidarity between the preacher and congregation, and the affective learning of the
congregational members in response to the preachers’ preaching.
Humor orientation. Extensive research has been done in the field of education
on the instructor’s use of humor and student learning. Humor orientation is the ability to
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create humor on a regular basis in various situations. People with a high humor
orientation are perceived as more competent communicators, more affectively oriented,
and are considered more socially attractive (Wanzer and Frymier 51). Joan Gorham and
Diane Christophel suggest that teachers add humor to facilitate more learning (60).
Wanzer and Frymier conclude that when students perceive that their instructor has a high
humor orientation, the students will have a greater affect for the teacher (55).
The preachers’ use of humor will be measured using the humor orientation scale
developed by Booth-Butterfield and Booth-Butterfield (see Appendixes A and B). They
developed the humor orientation scale as a means of understanding humor usage (214).
This scale measures a person’s tendency to create and understand humorous messages
during personal contact with others (Wanzer and Frymier 54). Booth-Butterfield and
Booth-Butterfield conclude that the humor orientation scale “appears to be a valid and
reliable measure of individual differences in the communication of humor” (215). The
humor orientation scale is a seventeen-item survey that uses a five-point Likert format
with strongly agree and strongly disagree at opposite poles. Wanzer and Frymier found
that the students’ self-evaluation of their humor orientation had a mean score of 61.75 of
100 and a standard deviation of 8.0. These numbers are very similar to other studies (54).
Wanzer and Frymier found that students’ evaluation of their humor had a reliability of
.95 (54). Wanzer and Frymier found in the same study that the students’ perception of
their teachers had a mean score of 51.41 of 100 and a standard deviation of 14.00. The
students’ perceived humor orientation of the teachers had an alpha reliability of .95 (54).
Ethos. The construct perceived caring measures ethos in this study as perceived
caring is highly associated with ethos, goodwill, and credibility (Teven and McCroskey
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93; McCroskey and Teven 101). James McCroskey writes about the perceived caring
construct:
Both the goodwill and intention-toward-receiver conceptualizations are
represented in the current “caring” construct. We certainly are going to
listen more attentively to a person who we believe has our best interest at
heart than to one who we think might be wanting to put one over on us.
But the caring construct does not suggest the opposite of caring is
malicious intent. It is just indifference. Thus it is not likely the student will
automatically reject what the teacher says if he or she is being treated like
a number. Rather, such treatment is just as likely to make the student more
likely to make the student more suspicious of the teacher’s motives.
Teachers do not have to be devoted to their students in order for the
students to learn. But if the teacher engages in behaviors that communicate
such positive intent to the student, it is likely the student will engage in
more effort to learn what that teacher is trying to teach. (110-11)
Perceived caring is a vehicle that improves communication effectiveness. Perceived
caring is also a meaningful predictor of two other attributes: believability and
likeableness (McCroskey and Teven 101).
McCroskey and Teven’s perceived caring scale was used to measure the ethos of
the preacher. The three dimensions of ethos in the perceived caring scale are:
competence, goodwill, and trustworthiness. Each of the three dimensions had six
questions. A seven-point Likert format scale was used with bipolar adjectives on either
side of the scale (see Appendix C). The alpha reliabilities for the three dimensions of this
scale as measured in the college classroom are competence .85, trustworthiness .92, and
goodwill .92. All three measures combined to measure ethos have an alpha reliability of
.94 (McCroskey and Teven 96). The score of each of the three dimensions have the
following correlation with the overall ethos score: competence .78, trustworthiness .92,
and goodwill .89 (96).
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Relational solidarity. Relational communication includes the verbal and
nonverbal matters represented in interpersonal communication that characterize an
interpersonal relationship (Burgoon and Hale 207-11). Interpersonal solidarity can be
defined as a “feeling of closeness between people that develops as a result of shared
sentiments, similarities, and intimate behaviors” (Wheeless 48). People with strong
feelings of relational solidarity generally have feelings of trust and affinity toward each
other. They also feel comfortable in self-disclosure with one another (Rubin, Palmgreen,
and Sypher 223). The interpersonal solidarity scale provides a measurement for the
closeness of relationships (see Appendix D).
The interpersonal solidarity scale developed by Wheeless is a twenty-item Likert
type scale that uses a seven-point analysis ranging from strongly disagree to strongly
agree. Rebecca Rubin, Philip Palmgreen, and Howard Sypher note that the scale appears
to be internally consistent. Reports for the scale are a split-half reliability of .96 and an
alpha of .90. They conclude that “sufficient evidence” exists of concurrent and criterionrelated validity (223-24).
Affective learning. Affect is considered a valuable stimulus for a student’s
eagerness to learn and utilize the material and competencies beyond the learning
environment (Rubin, Palmgreen, and Sypher 81). The affective learning scale developed
by the Eastern Communication Association was used for this research project. The
affective learning scale is a twenty-item self-report scale that analyzes people’s attitudes
toward the recommended behavior of the course, content, and subject matter of the
course, course instructor, the likelihood of actually attempting to engage in behaviors
recommended in the course, and the likelihood of actually enrolling in another course.
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Some small variations were made in the language of the affective learning scale to adapt
the scale from the college classroom to the local church. The affective learning scale has
established consistent high reliability. Estimates of the reliability have ranged from a low
of .86 to a high of .98 (Rubin, Palmgreen, and Sypher 82).
Pilot Test
I initiated a pilot test at my congregation before sending the instructions and
surveys to the churches for completion. The intent was to ensure that efficient and
effective data collection would take place in the five churches. The time required to fill
out the ninety-question survey received special consideration. The pilot test went
exceptionally well and the learning from the pilot test shaped the data collection in the
other five churches. The major finding from the pilot test was that the participants filled
out the survey in roughly ten minutes. This information was shared with the churches
who participated in the research project.
Variables
The criterion and predictor variables of this study were the perceived humor
orientation of the preacher, the perceived ethos of the preacher, the relational solidarity
between the congregation and the preacher, and the affective learning of the
congregation. Potential intervening variables include educational level, age, and gender
of the persons in the congregation.
Data Collection
The five preachers were contacted via phone call to ask if they and their churches
would participate in the study. Each of the preachers signed a letter indicating their
approval to participate in the study (see Appendix F). Each church received their surveys
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and pencils several days before the study began. At the next scheduled worship services,
the ushers/greeters distributed the surveys at the same time as the worship bulletins.
During the worship service, a verbal announcement provided information about the
project and instructions about the survey (see Appendix G). The respondents completed
the surveys immediately after the worship service and deposited them in collection
baskets as they left the worship area. After collection, a church employee mailed the
surveys back to me.
Data Analysis
Reliability tests determined the internal consistency of the following survey
scales: Humor orientation, ethos, relational solidarity, and affective learning. A skewness
test helped describe the study samples of the preachers’ perceived humor orientation, the
preachers’ perceived ethos, the relational solidarity between the preachers and the
listeners, and the listeners’ affective learning. The main statistical procedure used for
each of the hypotheses was a Pearson correlation analysis. An inspection of the size of
the effect of predictor variables on the criterion variable utilized a multiple regression
analysis. Research question one required a regression analysis while research question
two used a Pearson correlation analysis and a multiple regression analysis.
Ethical Procedures
The following ethical procedures provided protection to the psychological wellbeing of participants:
1. Data collection—Each of the pastors verbally agreed to participate in the study,
allowed congregational members to distribute the surveys before their worship services,
and have members complete the surveys immediately following the worship services.
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The pastors also provided written consent to have their names and churches identified in
the study. The respondents completing the survey did not provide their names or any
demographic information. They were also aware that their pastors would not see
individual results for their church.
2. Data analysis—I promised the preachers their individual results would not be
published, instead the preachers’ results would be pooled together. Individual results for
each preacher remain confidential and are known only by me. Only the results of the
combined scores of the five preachers were published.
3. Data security—All 320 responses were recycled after this project received final
approval.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
This chapter details findings on the relationship among the constructs of this
study: the preacher’s perceived humor orientation, the preacher’s perceived ethos, the
relational solidarity between the preachers and their congregations, and the affective
learning of the congregations.
Problem and Purpose
Affective learning is a primary aim of preaching. Affective learning in the context
of the church happens when the listeners engage in the behaviors recommended by the
preacher in the sermon. Establishing credible ethos with the listeners is another goal of
preaching. Ethos can be thought of as the credibility, character, compassion, and integrity
of the preacher. Building ethos is essential for the preacher because how the listener
perceives the character of the preacher affects the listener’s receptivity to the preacher’s
message. Another essential task of preaching is for the preacher to build a relationship
with the listener. Preachers with a high relational solidarity with their listeners promote a
sense of community, boost listener morale, lower the listeners’ stress, create a healthy
environment for learning, and relax the defenses of the listeners.
The purpose of this research project was to evaluate the relationship of the
perceived humor orientation of preachers to the preachers’ perceived ethos, the relational
solidarity between the preachers and their congregations, and the listeners’ affective
learning.
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Participants
The five congregations studied were St. Paul United Methodist Church, Lincoln,
Nebraska; Lovers Lane United Methodist Church, Dallas, Texas; Grace Church, Kansas
City, Missouri; Veritas Church, Decatur, Georgia; and, Marion First United Methodist
Church, Marion, Iowa. The number of participants at each of the five churches ranged
between forty and ninety-seven and they voluntarily and anonymously filled out the
surveys after the weekend worship service they attended. Three hundred and twenty
participants took part in this study. Two of the churches, Veritas Church and Grace
Church, are church plants in their first few years at the time of the data collection. Both
are independent churches and are located in established parts of their cities. Both had a
worship attendance of less than one hundred people per week at the time of the survey.
Two of the churches, St. Paul and Marion First, are established downtown churches in
Midwestern cities. Both have worship attendance of between six hundred and eight
hundred people per week. The other church, Lovers Lane United Methodist Church, is a
large, regional congregation. The pastor surveyed is the primary preacher at the
contemporary worship service, which has a worship attendance of about three hundred
people per week.
Scale Reliabilities
The power of the study is a measurement of the probability to reject a false null
hypothesis. When calculating the power of the test, the factors considered include the
number of participants in the study, the effect size of the study, the level of significance,
and the type of analysis. The size of the effect is a measurement of the magnitude of the
relationship between independent and dependent variables in the analysis.
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For the purpose of this study, the main statistical procedure is correlation analysis.
I also executed multiple regression analysis to inspect further the size of effect on
predictor variables from criterion variables. The participant size of the study was 320,
assuming a moderate effect size (r=.30) and significance level =.05, the power of testing
expected effect size is close to 1.0 for correlation analysis by computer program
G*Power. Assuming the same participant size, one to three covariates (predictor
variables) involved in multiple regression analysis, a moderate effect size (f2=.15), and
significance level =.05, the power for testing expected effect size is close to 1.0 by the
computer G*Power. These results indicate that the current study has high power to detect
any difference or association.
A fifteen-question survey measured the preachers’ perceived humor orientation.
The internal consistency of the preachers’ perceived humor orientation questionnaire
received an alpha score of .88, which implies that the survey instrument measuring the
preachers’ perceived humor orientation is reliable (see Table 1).
A seventeen-question survey measured the respondents’ humor orientation. The
internal consistency of the respondents’ humor orientation questionnaire received an
alpha score of .90, which implies that the survey instrument measuring the respondents’
humor orientation is reliable (see Table 1).
An eighteen-question survey measured the preachers’ perceived ethos. The
internal consistency of the preachers’ perceived ethos questionnaire received an alpha
score of .85, which implies that the survey instrument measuring the preachers’ perceived
ethos is reliable (see Table 1).
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A twenty-question survey measured the relational solidarity between respondents
and preachers. The internal consistency of the relational solidarity questionnaire received
an alpha score of .90, which implies that the survey instrument measuring relational
solidarity is reliable (see Table 1).
A twenty-question survey measured the respondents’ affective learning in
response to the preachers’ sermons. The internal consistency of the respondents’ affective
learning questionnaire received an alpha score of .86, which implies that the survey
instrument measuring the respondents’ affective learning is reliable (see Table 1).

Table 1. Reliability Test of Instruments
Variables

N

Cronbach’s
Alpha

Items

Average pastor humor orientation

320

.88

15

Average respondent humor orientation

320

.90

17

Average ethos

320

.85

18

Average relational solidarity

320

.90

20

Average affective learning

320

.86

20

The descriptive statistics of the participants’ own humor orientation, their
preacher’s perceived humor orientation and perceived ethos, their relational solidarity
with the preacher, and their affective learning from the preachers’ sermons are presented
in Table 2. The skew value of most variables falls inside the acceptable range of -1 and
+1, except for the variables perceived ethos and affective learning. The acceptable skew
values, the closeness of perceived ethos and affective learning to being an acceptable
value, and the large number of participants make the data relatively normal. Since the
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data is relatively normal, transformation of the data was not necessary, considering that
interpreting original data is easier and that the number of participants is large.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Average Measurements on Average Pastor Humor
Orientation, Average Respondent Humor Orientation, Average Ethos,
Average Relational Solidarity, and Average Affective Learning
Descriptive Statistics
Variables

N

Mean

320

4.21

.46

-.14

320

3.28

.61

-.24

Average ethos (1-7)

320

6.49

.46

-1.83

Average relational solidarity (1-7)

320

5.08

.74

-.37

Average affective learning (1-7)

320

6.69

.39

-1.88

Average preacher humor orientation
(1-5)
Average respondent humor orientation
(1-5)

SD

Skewness

Hypothesis #1
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
humor orientation and perceived ethos.
Hypothesis #la
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
humor orientation and perceived competence.
Hypothesis #lb
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
humor orientation and perceived goodwill.
Hypothesis #lc
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
humor orientation and perceived trustworthiness.
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Pearson Product-Movement Correlation demonstrated a positive correlation
between the preachers’ perceived humor orientation and the perceived ethos of the
preacher. The null hypothesis is rejected (see Table 3). The results demonstrate a low
positive relationship between the preacher’s perceived humor orientation and perceived
ethos with r=0.27, p-value <.01; a low positive relationship between a preacher’s
perceived humor orientation and perceived competence with r=0.24, p-value <.01; a
slight positive relationship between the preacher’s perceived humor orientation and
perceived goodwill with r=.14, p-value <.05; and, a slight positive relationship between a
preacher’s perceived humor orientation and perceived trustworthiness with r=.11, p-value
<.05.

Table 3. Pearson Correlation Analysis between Perceived Preacher Humor
Orientation and Perceived Preacher Ethos on the Composite Scale and
Each Factor (Competence, Goodwill, and Trustworthiness)
Average Ethos
r-value
Average pastor humor
orientation
Average ethos

Average Pastor Orientation
r-value

.27
1.00

1.00
.27**

Average competence

.65**

.24**

Average goodwill

.44**

.14*

Average trustworthiness

.56**

.11*

*significance level (p-value) ≤ or < .05; ** significance level (p-value) ≤ or < .01

Hypothesis #2
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived ethos
and a preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation.
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Hypothesis #2a
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
competence and a preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation.
Hypothesis #2b
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
goodwill and the preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation.
Hypothesis #2c
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
trustworthiness and the preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation.
Pearson Product-Movement Correlation demonstrated a positive correlation
between the preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation and the perceived ethos
of the preacher. The null hypothesis is rejected (see Table 4). The results demonstrate a
low positive relationship between a preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation
and perceived ethos with r=0.34, p-value <.01; a low positive relationship between a
preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation and perceived competence with
r=0.22, p-value <.01; a slight positive relationship between a preacher’s relational
solidarity with the congregation and perceived goodwill with r=.13, p-value <.05; and, a
low positive relationship between a preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation
and perceived trustworthiness with r=.21, p-value <.01.
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Table 4. Pearson Correlation Analysis between Relational Solidarity and Perceived
Preacher Ethos on the Composite Scale and Each Factor (Competence,
Goodwill, and Trustworthiness)
Variables
Average relational solidarity
Average ethos

Average Ethos
(r-value)

Average Relational
Solidarity
(r-value)

.34**

1.00

1.00

.34**

Average competence

.65**

.22**

Average goodwill

.44**

.13**

Average trustworthiness

.56**

.21**

*significant level (p-value) ≤ or < .05; ** significance level (p-value) ≤ or < .01

Hypothesis #3
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
humor orientation and a preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation.
Pearson Product-Movement Correlation demonstrated a positive correlation
between a preacher’s perceived humor orientation and a preacher’s relational solidarity
with the congregation. The null hypothesis is rejected (see Table 5). The results
demonstrate a moderate positive relationship between a preacher’s relational solidarity
with the congregation and a preacher’s perceived humor orientation with r=0.40, p-value
<.01.

Table 5. Pearson Correlation Analysis between Perceived Preacher Humor
Orientation and Relational Solidarity
Variables

Average Relational Solidarity
(r-value)

Average preacher humor orientation

.40**
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** Significance level (p-value) ≤ or < .01

Hypothesis #4
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
humor orientation and the affective learning of the congregation.
Pearson Product-Movement Correlation demonstrated a positive correlation
between a preacher’s perceived humor orientation and the affective learning of the
congregation. The null hypothesis is rejected (see Table 6). The results demonstrate a low
positive correlation between a preacher’s perceived humor orientation and the affective
learning of the congregation with r=0.34, p-value <.01.

Table 6. Pearson Correlation Analysis between Perceived Preacher Humor
Orientation and Average Affective Learning
Average Perceived Preacher
Humor Orientation
(r-value)
Average affective learning

.34**

** significance level (p-value) ≤ or < .01

Hypothesis #5
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived ethos
and the affective learning of the congregation.
Pearson Product-Movement Correlation demonstrated a positive relationship
between a preacher’s perceived ethos and the affective learning of the congregation. The
null hypothesis is rejected (see Table 7). The results demonstrated a moderate positive
relationship between a preacher’s perceived ethos and the affective learning of the
congregation with r=0.53, p-value <.01.
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Table 7. Pearson Correlation Analysis between Perceived Preacher Ethos and
Average Affective Learning
Average Perceived Ethos
(r-value)
.53**

Average affective learning
** significance level (p-value) ≤ or < .01

Hypothesis #6
A positive relationship will be demonstrated between a preacher’s relational
solidarity with the congregation and the affective learning of the congregation.
Pearson Product-Movement Correlation demonstrated a positive relationship
between a preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation and the affective learning
of the congregation. The null hypothesis is rejected (see Table 8). The results
demonstrate a low positive relationship between a preacher’s relational solidarity with the
congregation and the affective learning of the congregation with r=0.36, p-value <.01.

Table 8. Pearson Correlation Analysis between Relational Solidarity and Average
Affective Learning
Variables

Average Relational Solidarity
(r-value)

Average affective learning

.36**

** Significance level (p-value) ≤ or < .01

Research Question #1
How much of the relational solidarity can be attributed to a preacher’s use of
humor?
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In order to test research question one, I conducted a regression analysis. The
relational solidarity is criterion variable; the preacher’s use of humor is predictor
variable. The regression coefficient of the preacher’s use of humor is .65, with (t (319, 1)
= .7.89, p = .00). Therefore, the preachers’ use of humor accounts for 16.4 percent of the
variation in relational solidarity (see Table 9).

Table 9. Regression Analysis Table—Perceived Preacher Humor on Perceived
Relational Solidarity
Model
1

B

SD

T

Sig

(Constant) a, b

2.35

.35

6.76

0

Total efficacy

0.65

.08

7.89

0

R-2

.164

a. predictor variable: perceived preacher humor; b. criterion variable: perceived relational solidarity

Research Question #2
Which constructs in the proposed model best predict the congregation’s affective
learning response to the pastor’s preaching?
In order to test research question two, a Pearson correlation analysis and a
multiple regression analysis were conducted. The congregation’s affective learning
response to the pastor’s preaching is the criterion variable; the preacher’s use of humor,
ethos, and relational solidarity are predictor variables (see Tables 8 and 9).
The average ethos has a moderate positive association with affective learning. The
average pastor’s humor orientation and average relational solidarity both have a low
positive association with affective learning (see Table 10).
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Table 10. Correlation analysis between Average Affective Learning and Other
Construct Variables
Criterion Variable—Average Affective
Learning
(r-value)

Predictor Variables
Ethos

.53**

Pastor humor orientation

.34**

Relational solidarity

.36**

** significance level (p-value) ≤ or < .01

The regression coefficient of the preacher’s use of humor is .122, with t (319, 1) =
.2.82, p = .01, which explains 2.4 percent of total variation in affective learning; the
regression coefficient of interpersonal solidarity is .087, with t (319, 1) = 3.17, p = .00,
which explains 3.1 percent of total variation in affective learning; the regression
coefficient of perceived ethos is .291, with t (319, 1) = 8.76, p = .01, which explains 19.5
percent of total variation in affective learning. Perceived ethos best predicts affective
learning (see Table 11).

Table 11. Multiple Regression Analysis Testing the Relationship between
Affective Learning and the other Construct Variables

Parameter
Intercept

B

Std. Error

t

Sig.

Partial Eta
Squared

3.84

.23

16.66

.00

.468

Average pastor orientation

.12

.04

2.82

.01**

.024

Average relational solidarity

.09

.03

3.17

.00**

.031

Average ethos

.29

.03

8.76

.00**

.195

** significance level (r-value) ≤ or < .01
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Summary of Major Findings
Based on the results, the survey instruments that measured the perceived ethos,
the interpersonal solidarity, the pastors’ perceived humor orientation, the respondents’
humor orientation, and the affective learning are highly reliable.
The current study indicates the following:
1. The preachers’ humor orientation is positively correlated with the preachers’
perceived ethos. A positive relationship is demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
humor orientation and perceived ethos. A positive relationship is also demonstrated
between a preacher’s perceived humor orientation and the three components of perceived
ethos: perceived competence, perceived goodwill, and perceived trustworthiness.
2. The preachers’ perceived ethos is positively correlated with the relational
solidarity between the preachers and listeners. A positive relationship was demonstrated
between a preacher’s perceived ethos and a preacher’s relational solidarity with the
congregation. A positive relationship was also demonstrated between the preacher’s
relational solidarity with the congregation and each of the three individual components of
perceived ethos--perceived competence, perceived goodwill, and perceived
trustworthiness.
3.

The preachers’ humor orientation is positively correlated with the relational

solidarity between the preachers and listeners. A positive relationship was demonstrated
between a preacher’s perceived humor orientation and a preacher’s relational solidarity
with the congregation.
4. The preachers’ perceived humor orientation is a predictor of affective
learning. A positive relationship was demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived
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humor orientation and the affective learning of the congregation. Although humor is a
predictor of affective learning, the results demonstrate that humor is not as important of a
predictor as anticipated.
5. The preachers’ relational solidarity with the congregation is an important
predictor of affective learning. A positive relationship was demonstrated between a
preacher’s relational solidarity with the congregation and the affective learning of the
congregation. Although relational solidarity is a predictor of affective learning, the results
demonstrate that humor is not as important of a predictor as anticipated.
6. Pastors’ perceived ethos is the most important predictor of affective learning.
A positive relationship was demonstrated between a preacher’s perceived ethos and the
affective learning of the congregation. Of the three constructs used in this project—
perceived humor orientation, perceived ethos, and relational solidarity, ethos is the best
predictor of affective learning.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
Major Findings
The review of literature describes humor, investigates the use of humor in the
Bible, looks at humor and theology, and studies humor in the fields of homiletics and
communication studies. The research project investigated the focus of the review of
literature: humor orientation, ethos, relational solidarity, and affective learning. Humor
orientation was shown to have a low positive correlation with one of the primary goals of
preaching—affective learning. A positive correlation was also demonstrated between
humor and two other constructs that were shown to have a positive correlation with
affective learning—ethos and relational solidarity. Humor can and should have an
important role in the life of the church.
Humor was also shown to have its limitations. It can have an aggressive function;
it can be profane (Willimon, And the Laugh Shall Be First 10). Humor, at times, can be
very inappropriate. Failed attempts at humor can be both ineffective and embarrassing
(Davis 154). As discussed in the review of literature, using sacred humor effectively can
be hard work and is not easy, but humor can open up a world of possibilities for a speaker
(Vannorsdall 189). The following material discusses the major findings based on the
review of literature and the results of the research project.
Sacred Humor and Pastoral Ethos
One of the major discoveries of this research project is the importance of ethos for
preachers. Ethos includes three components: Competence, goodwill, and trustworthiness.
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The accepted hypothesis demonstrated a low positive correlation between a preacher’s
perceived humor orientation and perceived ethos.
Based on the review of literature, the positive correlation between a pastor’s
perceived humor orientation and a pastor’s perceived ethos comes as no surprise (Gruner
228-33; McClure, Preaching Words 52). Ethos is the credibility, character, compassion,
and integrity of the speaker. Ethos is how the listener perceives the character of the
speaker and how this perception affects the receptivity to the speaker’s message. Ethos is
rhetoric’s appeal based on character. Preaching cannot be separated from the public,
personal, and professional life of the preacher. Sacred humorists are intelligent,
understanding, and genuine—all components of ethos.
Humor cannot be separated from ethos and is a part of ethos. A preacher’s humor
will reflect a preacher’s ethos. The relationship between sacred humor and ethos is
evident, especially in the area of goodwill—cares about me, is not self-centered, and is
sensitive—and trustworthiness—honest, honorable, moral, and genuine. The type of
humor used will reveal the ethos of the preacher.
Since humor is part of ethos and because ethos is the highest predictor of affective
learning, some forms of humor should not be used or be used with great caution. The
review of literature discusses that profane humor includes profanity, sexual innuendo,
and racial or ethnic remarks (Moody 96-101; Danbom 671-77). These forms of humor are
insensitive, dishonorable, and unethical—all negative aspects on the ethos scale.
Humor can be used to mask the pain and troubles of life. Humor that prevents
people from dealing with addictions and emotional, physical, relational, and spiritual
issues is not healthy and should be avoided. This subtle form of profane humor may seem
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harmless, but its effects can be overwhelming. This form of humor reveals a weakness in
the competence section of the ethos scale.
A much less subtle form of profane humor is sarcasm, an aggressive form of
humor that aims at individuals. Satire is similar to sarcasm; satire aims at institutions.
Sarcasm and satire can reveal a low ethos. They are forms of profane humor that neither
glorifies God nor builds community. The use of aggressive sarcasm and satire should be
avoided as it has a negative effect on the communication among the speaker, the listeners,
and the object of the sarcasm or satire. Sarcasm and satire disclose flaws in the goodwill
section of ethos, specifically in the areas of caring and sensitivity.
Exaggeration or overstatement is a form of humor that can be sacred or profane.
Jesus used exaggeration effectively (e.g., Is it really easier for a camel to make it through
the eye of a needle than for a person to get into heaven?). Many preachers use it well.
When using exaggeration, listeners need to be able to recognize it. When the listener is
not aware that exaggeration is being used, the pastor will appear to the listener as less
credible, trustworthy, ethical, and authentic. The misuse of exaggeration can be profane
and should be avoided.
Many jokes are profane humor that pastors should avoid. As discussed in the
review of literature, jokes that are of the sacred variety can be used, but they should be
used with caution (Craddock 219-20). Only 11 percent of daily humor comes in response
to jokes (Long and Graesser 35-60; Martin 13). Jokes can detract from the biblical
message preachers are trying to communicate. Jokes can also be potentially divisive (for
example a political joke or a gender joke). Jokes that are told for the sake of laughter and
do not illustrate the subject can be detracting and deflect interest from the sermon. Many
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jokes have been heard before (Miller, Marketplace Preaching 15, 106; Buechner, Wishful
Thinking 57; Sparks, Travis, and Thompson 340). The ethos survey represents how jokes
represent a negative ethos: phony, insensitive, and untrained. A place exists for jokes in
the course of the sermon, but they should be used with caution.
Using self-deprecation in a sermon can be a wonderful way of injecting humor
and personal testimony into a sermon. It can also be very distracting and ineffective. The
review of literature looks extensively at self-disclosure and the related concept of selfdeprecation (Morganthaler 155; Moore 191-2; Bausch 68-70). Self-deprecating humor is
based on the observation of something negative about the person delivering the humor
(Arthurs and Gurevich 215). Two dangers exist in self-deprecating humor. The first
danger is overuse. Talking about oneself too much can move self-disclosure into selfcenteredness. Second, self-deprecation and self-disclosure can be too personal and reveal
too much of the pastor’s character flaws. Preachers use self-deprecating humor
appropriately by talking about silly mistakes or areas of learning and growth. Pastors use
self-deprecating humor inappropriately by embarrassing family members or revealing
major faults. The ethos survey represents how self-deprecation could possibly show a low
ethos: self-centered, insensitive, immoral, unethical, and phony.
Entertainment is valuable when it captures the listeners’ attention and points
people toward God (Cargal 156). Entertainment is much less valuable when it only
attracts laughter (Stevens and Morgan 24-25). Good preaching can be very delightful to
listen to, but entertaining preaching is not always fruitful. Humor should always be
relevant to the content of the message. If not, the humor is merely entertainment and the
entertainment becomes direct competition for the main content of the message. The
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pastor as entertainer can become precarious: The sermon points to the ego of the preacher
rather than the message of the gospel (Webber 189). This contrast between sacred
comedian and entertainer is evident by some of the values on the ethos scale: caring,
wanting what is best for listener, being self-centered, and being concerned with the
listener. Preachers should point to Jesus rather than to themselves.
Humor must sometimes step aside and be temporarily absent. In light of a national
tragedy, humor is inappropriate. Sometimes tears work better than laughter. Using humor
during inappropriate times reveals lower ethos especially in the areas of sensitivity and
morality. Some messages may be absent of humor entirely but can point to the Divine
Comedy of the good news that in the end, Jesus Christ is risen from the dead and because
he is risen believers can be raised to a new level of life.
Pastoral Ethos and Relational Solidarity
The accepted hypothesis demonstrated a low positive correlation between a
pastor’s perceived ethos and the relational solidarity between the listener and a pastor. A
theme found throughout the review of literature and in the research project was the
relationship between the listener and the speaker. The relationship (or lack thereof)
between the speaker and listener can aid or be a detriment to what God accomplishes
through the sermon (Miller, Preaching 71; Wilson, Practice of Preaching 27). Ethos has
been shown to have a positive relationship with relational solidarity in other studies as
well (McCroskey and Teven 96).
Relational solidarity is a feeling of closeness between people that develops as a
result of shared sentiments, similarities, and behaviors. Establishing relational solidarity
between preacher and listener is an essential task for the preacher. A high relational
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solidarity between listener and speaker helps the listener understand better, invest more in
what is said, and feel predisposed to respond to the message.
The ethos and relational solidarity scales share common attributes. Trust is a
theme of both a healthy relationship and ethos. High ethos reveals trust which makes a
higher relational solidarity possible. Understanding in relationship will develop a higher
ethos in the person who demonstrates understanding. Authenticity is a theme in the
review of literature and it appears on both the relational solidarity and ethos scales.
Authenticity is an important part of ethos and is essential for high relational solidarity.
Honesty is another important part of ethos and relational solidarity scales. Trust,
understanding, authenticity, and honesty are all nonnegotiable for preachers.
Authenticity has been a major area of discussion with regards to ethos and
relational solidarity. The research project validated the importance of perceived ethos. An
important section of the ethos scale is trustworthiness (see Appendix C). The questions in
the trustworthiness section relate to the preacher being genuine and authentic. Similar
questions appear on the survey for relational solidarity: “This person willingly discloses a
great deal of positive and negative things about himself/herself, honestly and fully to
me,” and “I understand this person and who s/he really is.” Ethos and relational solidarity
will be the highest when the preacher is authentic to his or her true self.
No replacement exists for the preacher being authentic. By being authentic, the
preacher is affirming God. Each preacher is a unique creation of God who is living a once
to be lived and never to be repeated life. Authenticity frees the preacher of feeling the
need to pretend to be something he or she is not. Authenticity allows the preacher to be
comfortable with who he or she is and who he or she is not. Finally, the preacher’s
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authenticity allows for deeper levels of Christian community. Relationships flourish
when people become authentic with each other. Authenticity is an expression of love:
love for God, proper love for self, and love for others.
Sacred Humor and Relational Solidarity
Perceived humor orientation and relational solidarity demonstrate a moderate
positive relationship. The review of literature suggests that a positive relationship would
exist between the two constructs (Torok, McMorris, and Lin 15). The research project
demonstrates that this hypothesis is valid.
Humor orientation showed a higher positive relationship with relational solidarity
(.41) than it did with perceive ethos (.27) or affective learning (.36). People with high
relational solidarity enjoy and share life with each other. Humor promotes a sense of
community (Thoennes 73). Humor can serve an encouraging function and lowers tension
which can lead to greater levels of authenticity within a relationship (Johnson 691).
Humor also makes the speaker more likable and makes the listener feel positive to the
speaker, promotes a sense of unity, boosts morale, lowers stress, creates a healthy
environment for learning, and relaxes defenses (James 93; Olsson, Backe, Sorensen, and
Kock 21). All of these outcomes help humor build relational solidarity for the preacher.
Humor can be a relationship builder. Humor as a relationship builder was
confirmed by the research. The relational solidarity scale presents insight about various
ways pastors can develop a higher relational solidarity with their listeners:
1. I trust this person completely.
2. This person willingly discloses a great deal of positive and negative things
about himself or herself, honestly and fully to me.
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3. I understand this person and who he or she really is.
Relationships are developed over time. A relationship between a preacher and listeners in
a large church is going to look different than the relationship between a preacher and the
listeners in a small church. This importance of a healthy and growing relationship
between preacher and listeners was established in the review of literature (Neuliep 354;
Wanzer and Frymier 58) and confirmed by the research project. Laughing together,
trusting each other, appropriate self-disclosure, and mutual understanding are all
attributes that will help pastors establish a higher relational solidarity with their listeners.
Sacred Humor and Affective Learning
The review of literature discusses the relationship between humor orientation and
affective learning. The research study shows that humor orientation has a low positive
correlation with affective learning. Affective learning is the student’s willingness to learn
and to use the learning outside of the learning environment. Affective learning deals with
passions, feelings, behaviors, and emotions. Affective learning includes people’s attitudes
toward the recommended behavior of the sermon, the content and subject matter of the
sermon, the preacher, and the likelihood of actually attempting to engage in behaviors
recommended in the sermon. Affective learning is essential in the life of the church: a
primary message of the gospel has to do with going and telling and going and doing.
The idea of balance is helpful in preaching. Too many jokes will prevent the
listeners from taking preachers seriously. Too much self-deprecation will cause the
listeners not to take preachers seriously. Too many stories about golf, babies, and almost
anything else will be heard by many listeners as exclusive and boring. Preachers with
high humor orientations should use balance and variety. When humor is natural and fits
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the situation it should be used and celebrated. When humor is forced and randomly
inserted, its usefulness is likely going to be limited and reduce affective learning.
The review of literature discusses the importance of timing and delivery (Powell
104-05; Garlock 52). The humorist can have excellent content, but poor timing and
inadequate delivery can make even the best content ineffective. A preacher who has a
high humor orientation may or may not have the skills to deliver the humor he or she
perceives. A preacher who has a low humor orientation and desires to start using humor
can feel free to begin using humor, slowly and gradually learning and practicing the use
of humor. Effective delivery can be seen in the humor scale:
1. The preacher cannot tell a joke well.
2. People do not seem to pay close attention when the preacher tells a joke.
3. Even funny jokes seem flat when the preacher tells them.
4. The preacher tells stories and jokes very well.
The following are some practical suggestions to improve delivery and timing when using
humor. First, the preacher can practice using humor on friends, church staff, family, and a
worship design team and then listen to their feedback. Second, the pastor can videotape
his or her sermon and review it with others. Pre-sermon feedback and post-sermon
feedback will help the pastor grow in the area of delivery. Third, the preacher can learn
from skilled communicators—both from other pastors and secular humorists. Being a
preacher who delivers humor well may take hard work and experience.
Preachers with higher humor orientations should authentically be themselves by
freely using sacred humor in sermons and other areas of ministry. Worship and church
life are serious business, but humor is not necessarily contradictory to seriousness (Hyers,
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“Christian Humor” 198). Humor can aid the serious goal of affective learning: persuading
people to become closer followers of Jesus Christ in the way that they think and act. The
results of the research project demonstrate that the effective use of sacred humor is
valuable as the preacher tries to teach, delight, and move others to action.
The review of literature reports that high and low humor orientation listeners learn
equally well from high humor speakers. It also asserts that low humor orientation
listeners learn equally well from low and high humor orientation speakers and that high
humor orientation listeners learn better from high humor orientation speakers than low
humor orientation speakers (Wanzer and Frymier 58). The implication of these findings
is that high humor orientation listeners do not learn as well from low humor orientation
speakers. All speakers need to be mindful of how both high and low humor orientation
listeners learn. Engaging the high humor orientation listener with humor is treating the
high humor orientation listener as a person of sacred worth and value.
The review of literature also reports that low and high humor orientation listeners
enjoy high humor orientation speakers more (Wanzer and Frymier 58). Joy is a central
theme of Christianity. Joy is also a gift from God. Authentic humor is a way for
Christians to experience and display joy.
Pastors embracing who they are and who they are not is an essential task. Using
sacred humor effectively will often prove to be more difficult for pastors with lower
humor orientation than for those with higher humor orientations, but the use of humor is
still important for pastors with lower humor orientations. Humor may not be used as
frequently with the lower humor orientation preacher, but it can still occur in the course
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of a sermon. Low humor orientation pastors do not have to take on the development of
humor alone. Ideas to help pastors with lower humor orientations include:
1. A sermon planning team that can help the pastor with all areas of the sermon,
including humor;
2. The use of video media. In the media age, the pastor does not have to deliver
humor verbally or physically. Humor can be delivered via video media; and,
3. Intentional observation of humor found in life. Perceiving, cataloging, and
sharing this humor is an effective way to illustrate a sermon.
These strategies will assist the lower humor orientation preacher in effectively using
humor to improve affective learning.
Humor is a common language of American culture. Advertisements, movies,
television, and everyday conversation all contain humor. By not speaking one of the
languages of the people, the preacher risks being irrelevant and ineffective. The review of
literature looked at humor and church health. Nearly seven out of ten people in healthy
growing churches report that laughter is a frequent part of their worship experience and
church life. Only three out of ten people in unhealthy declining churches report that
laughter is a regular part of their worship experience and church life (Schwarz 36-37).
Humor is a language that listeners embrace and with which they are familiar with. Pastors
who use humor will open up new possibilities for relevance as they speak a language of
the people.
Relational Solidarity and Affective Learning
The review of literature discussed the relationship between relational solidarity
and affective learning. The research study has also shown that relational solidarity has a
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low positive correlation with affective learning. People are more likely to learn from
others who they share life with or are willing to share life with.
Pastoral Ethos and Affective Learning
The review of literature discussed the relationship between ethos and affective
learning (J. Anderson 41-50). The research study has showed that ethos has a moderate
correlation with affective learning. The results from the research project indicated that 2.4
percent of the total variation in affective learning is from perceived humor orientation,
3.1 percent of the total variation in affective learning is from relational solidarity, and
19.5 percent of the total variation in affective learning is from ethos. The research implies
that perceived ethos best predicts the affective learning. The difference between
perceived humor orientation and relational solidarity is not significant. The difference
between ethos and the two other constructs, perceived humor orientation and relational
solidarity, is very significant. This dissertation focused on humor and humor’s effect on
ethos, relational solidarity, and affective learning. Perhaps the major finding of the
research project is the power and importance of ethos as a predictor of affective learning.
The research results demonstrated that no substitute exists for ethos. Ethos is essential for
the pastor.
The ethos scale presents insight on three ways that pastors can develop ethos. The
first construct of ethos is caring. The scale asks if the pastor cares for the listener and
understands the listener. Caring about the congregation’s best interests and showing
respect for the congregation displays a high ethos (R. Allen, Hearing the Sermon 19). In
preaching, the pastor can communicate caring and understanding. Caring and
understanding can be done outside of worship when the pastor listens, encourages, and
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prays with the listeners. The second construct of ethos is competence. The scale asks
about the training and expertise of the pastor. Careful, creative, and diligent sermon
preparation—both content and delivery—is essential for this component of ethos.
Worship is generally the best time to speak to the greatest amount of people in the life of
the local church. Ample time and energy should be spent writing and practicing sermons.
The third construct of ethos is trustworthiness. The scale asks if the pastor is genuine,
honest, and moral. In all areas of the pastor’s life, authenticity and honesty are
indispensible. Authentic living makes for authentic preaching (Bailey 550). Pastors have
the opportunity to live and tell the truth while living and telling the Truth. A preacher
who has a high ethos has an opportunity to make the logos and pathos of the message
more convincing and compelling (Bonhoeffer 106-07; Miller, Empowered Communicator
146).
Implications of the Findings
Very little, if any, quantitative research has been completed on the use of humor
in the local church. This study focused on a pastor’s use of humor and also investigated a
pastor’s ethos and the interpersonal solidarity between pastor and listener. All of these
constructs were demonstrated to have a positive correlation with affective learning—one
of the primary aims of preaching. This study lays the groundwork for future studies.
Other constructs of preaching and their correlation on affective learning can be examined
in the future. Other constructs include, but are not limited to, the perceived emotional
intelligence of the preacher, the preacher’s immediacy with the listener, the preacher’s
pathos, the conversational style of the preacher, and the preacher’s use of multimedia.
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Many possibilities exist for future quantitative studies that can serve as a great resource
for preachers, listeners, and churches.
Limitations of the Study
A limiting factor of this study is the perceived ethos and relational solidarity of
the preacher that occurs outside of the preaching. Two of the churches were new
churches, three years old at the time of the survey. Both congregations’ average worship
attendance at the time of the survey was less than one hundred people per week. Two of
the churches were downtown congregations in large Midwestern cities. Both
congregations’ average worship attendance was between five-hundred and seven-hundred
people per week at the time of the survey. The fifth church had an average worship
attendance of about 1,300 people per week, but the preacher studied is the primary
preacher at the contemporary worship service that had an average attendance of threehundred people per week at the time of the survey. All of the pastors have served these
congregations at least three years when the surveys were distributed. Therefore, all of
these pastors, to various degrees, have developed a perceived ethos and relational
solidarity with many of the survey respondents outside of the worship environment.
The Humor Orientation Scale is another limitation of the study. The review of
literature states that a small portion (11 percent) of daily humor is in response to jokes. A
much larger share (72 percent) is derived from spontaneous conversational humor
(Martin 12). Nine of the fifteen questions on the Humor Orientation Scale ask about
jokes.

Finnestad 103
Unexpected Observations
At the beginning of the project, I expected ethos would likely be the most
important predictor of affective learning. I did not expect that ethos would be a predictor
six times more powerful than either humor orientation or relational solidarity. This
dissertation focused on humor and humor’s relationship with relational solidarity, ethos,
and affective learning. Had I known about the about the power of ethos at the beginning
of the research project, I would have given more emphasis to ethos throughout the paper.
Recommendations for Further Research
This study focused on five pastors who have above average perceived humor
orientations. Additional studies can examine pastors with average and below average
humor orientations. Three of the five churches in this study were in large Midwestern
cities. The remaining churches were in Atlanta and Dallas. The review of literature
describes differences in humor in different regions of the country (Romero, Alsua,
Hinricks, and Pearson 196-97). This study was not able to draw any meaningful
conclusion based on regional humor differences. Future studies can expand on the variety
of pastors, churches, and regions of the country that are surveyed.
Another suggestion for future study would be to examine the listeners on a more
detailed level. This study did not consider the age and gender of the survey respondents.
It grouped all survey respondents into a single pool. Future studies could investigate the
role of the listeners’ age and its effect on how the listeners process and respond to the
pastors’ humor and how the pastors’ perceived humor affects perceived ethos, relational
solidarity, and affective learning. These studies could prove useful for pastors serving
congregations that have a majority of older congregants, younger congregants, and for
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pastors to middle school, high school, and college-aged students. Likewise, the gender of
the listeners can also be investigated. This study could be useful to male pastors who
preach to females and female pastors who preach to males. Also, the study could provide
insight to pastors who preach primarily or exclusively to men or women, for example
prison or military chaplains.
Another suggestion would be to do this study or a similar study in a college
classroom, political campaign, or other setting. The review of literature extensively
discussed the differences between sacred humor and profane humor. In the local church,
the expectation is that if humor is used then the humor used is of the sacred variety.
Pastors do use profane humor such as excessive self-deprecation, satire, sarcasm, and
teasing, but listeners in the local church expect sacred humor. The expectation of the
prominent use of sacred humor does not necessarily exist in other environments where
more aggressive and profane humor is commonly used and is often appreciated. The
application of this proposed study could provide useful insight to sacred humor vis-à-vis
profane humor and its effect on perceived ethos, interpersonal solidarity, and affective
learning.
A final suggestion is to address the two limitations noted in this study: the
perceived humor orientation, perceived ethos, and relational solidarity that is developed
outside of worship and the limitations of the humor orientation scale. This study could be
done in a mega-church where few of the listeners have a relationship with the preacher
outside of the worship setting. A revised humor orientation scale could also be
developed. This scale would reflect daily humor by placing a larger emphasis on
spontaneous humor and less emphasis on jokes.
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Postscript
This dissertation used biblical, theological, and homiletical examination as well as
interpersonal and instructional communicational research to confirm something that I
believed was true: The effective use of sacred humor can be a valuable tool in preaching.
This dissertation also confirmed another belief I have thought about over the course of
my vocation as a pastor: Ethos is essential to any preaching ministry. As my intuition has
been confirmed in the areas of humor and ethos, I have been blessed to consider
preaching, specifically, and ministry, in general, in new ways because of this dissertation.
I am a much more experienced preacher now than when I started this dissertation.
Prior to beginning research and writing, I had never preached to an adult congregation on
a weekly basis. Most of my work had been with middle school, high school, and college
students. Four years later, I have been the primary speaker at a worship service in a local
church setting. Because humor interacts with so many areas of homiletics, I have
researched, thought about, and written about many areas in homiletics, rhetoric, and
interpersonal and instructional communication theory. As a preacher and a pastor at the
beginning of my development, the timing of this project could not have been better.
One of my learnings is regarding the overuse of humor and entertaining. Both of
these come naturally for me. In the past it has been easy for me to leave the worship
center with the approval of the people, but unless the Bible has been presented in a way
that intersects with human needs, the approval of people is useless. I now see humor as an
effective tool to proclaim the gospel. Humor is not the point of the message but a vehicle
that leads to the point.
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Another of the things I learned, that I am doing my best at practicing, is being my
own authentic self. In the writing of this paper, I have discovered dozens of ways to
preach sermons. I contend that no right way exists to preach a sermon. Instead, I believe
that many dedicated and gifted persons have thoughtfully mapped out what works in their
lives and in the lives of others. An important learning is to be authentically myself and
open to learning from others.
My final thought is in regard to ethos. This project started out as a paper about
humor and preaching. Throughout the dissertation, humor has remained the focus, but the
research results have demonstrated that no substitute exists for ethos. I have described
ethos as a combination of credibility, character, and compassion. Hopefully as a pastor, I
am not known as that funny guy. Instead, I would like to be known as the guy who was
credible and had character, and he had a pretty good sense of humor, too.

Finnestad 107

APPENDIX A
HUMOR ORIENTATION SCALE FOR SELF-EVALUATION
Below are several descriptions of how you may communicate in general. Please use the
scale below to rate the degree to which each statement applies to your communication.
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neutral
Agree
Strongly Agree
1
2
3
4
5
8
_____ 1. I regularly tell jokes and funny stories when in a group.
_____ 2. People usually laugh when I tell jokes or funny stories.
_____ 3. I have no memory for jokes or funny stories.
_____ 4. I can be funny without having to rehearse a joke.
_____ 5. Being funny is a natural communication style with me.
_____ 6. I cannot tell a joke well.
_____ 7. People seldom ask me to tell stories.
_____ 8. My friends would say I am a funny person.
_____ 9. People don’t seem to pay close attention when I tell a joke.
_____ 10. Even funny jokes seem flat when I tell them.
_____ 11. I can easily remember jokes and stories.
_____ 12. People often ask me to tell jokes or stories.
_____ 13. My friends would not say that I am a funny person.
_____ 14. I don’t tell jokes or stories even when asked to.
_____ 15. I tell stories and jokes very well.
_____ 16. Of all the people I know, I am one of the funniest.
_____ 17. I use humor to communicate in a variety of situations.
Scoring: After administering, recode (reverse score) items 3, 6, 7, 9, 10, 13, 14; then sum.
Source: Booth-Butterfield and Booth-Butterfield 207.
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APPENDIX B
HUMOR ORIENTATION SCALE FOR PREACHER EVALUATION
Below are several descriptions of how your preacher may communicate. Please use the
scale below to rate the degree to which each statement applies to your preacher’s
communication.
Strongly Disagree
1

Disagree
2

Neutral
3

Agree
4

Strongly Agree
5

_____ 1. The preacher tells jokes and funny stories in the sermons.
_____ 2. People usually laugh when the preacher tells jokes or funny stories.
_____ 3. The preacher has no memory for jokes or funny stories.
_____ 4. The preacher can be funny without having to rehearse a joke.
_____ 5. Being funny is a natural communication style with the preacher.
_____ 6. The preacher cannot tell a joke well.
_____ 7. People prefer that the preacher not attempt to tell humorous stories.
_____ 8. I would say that the preacher is a funny person.
_____ 9. People don’t seem to pay close attention when the preacher tells a joke.
_____ 10. Even funny jokes seem flat when the preacher tells them.
_____ 11. The preacher easily remembers jokes and stories.
_____ 12. I would not say that the preacher is a funny person.
_____ 13. The preacher tells stories and jokes very well.
_____ 14. Of all the people I know, the preacher is one of the funniest.
_____ 15. The preacher uses humor to communicate in a variety of sermons.
Scoring: After administering, recode (reverse score) items 3, 6, 7, 9, 10, 12; then sum.
Source: Booth-Butterfield and Booth-Butterfield 207.
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APPENDIX C
ETHOS SCALE
Instructions: Please indicate your impression of the person noted below by circling the
appropriate number between the pairs of adjectives below. The closer the number is to an
adjective, the more certain you are of your evaluation.
Competence Intelligent

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unintelligent

Untrained

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Trained

Inexpert

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Expert

Informed

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uninformed

Incompetent

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Competent

Bright

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Stupid

Cares about me

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Doesn’t care about me

Doesn’t want best
for me

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Want best for me

Self-centered

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Not self-centered

Concerned with me

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unconcerned with me

Insensitive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Sensitive

Not Understanding

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Understanding

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Dishonest

Untrustworthy

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Trustworthy

Honorable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Dishonorable

Moral

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Immoral

Unethical

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Ethical

Phony

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Genuine

Goodwill

Trustworthiness Honest

Source: McCroskey and Teven 95.
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APPENDIX D
INTERPERSONAL SOLIDARITY SCALE
Instructions: Please mark these scales to indicate how you relate to _________________.
Please mark the following statements to indicate whether you:
Strongly
Agree
7

Moderately
Agree
6

Agree

Undecided

Disagree

5

4

3

Moderately Strongly
Disagree Disagree
2
1

Record the number of your response in the space provided beside each statement.
_____ 1. We are very close to each other.
_____ 2. This person has a great deal of influence over my behavior.
_____ 3. I trust this person completely.
_____ 4. We feel differently about most things.
_____ 5. I willingly disclose a great deal about myself, honestly, and fully to this person.
_____ 6. We do not really understand each other.
_____ 7. This person willingly discloses a great deal of positive and negative things
about himself/herself, honestly and fully to me.
_____ 8. I distrust this person.
_____ 9. I like this person much more than most people I know.
_____ 10. I seldom interact/communicate with this person.
_____ 11. I love this person.
_____ 12. I understand this person and who s/he really is.
_____ 13. I dislike this person.
_____ 14. I interact with this person much more than with most people I know.
_____ 15. We are not very close at all.
_____ 16. We share a lot in common.
_____ 17. We do a lot of helpful things for each other.
_____ 18. I have little in common with this person.
_____ 19. I feel close to this person.
_____ 20. We share some private way(s) of communicating with each other.
Source: Rubin, Palmgreen, and Sypher 223-25. ©	
  1978 Sage.
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APPENDIX E
AFFECTIVE LEARNING
1. Behaviors recommended from the preacher’s sermons:
Good
Worthless
Fair
Positive

1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4

5
5
5
5

6
6
6
6

7
7
7
7

Bad
Valuable
Unfair
Negative

2. Content/subject matter of the preacher’s sermons:
Bad
Valuable
Unfair
Negative

1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4

5
5
5
5

6
6
6
6

7
7
7
7

Good
Worthless
Fair
Positive

1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4

5
5
5
5

6
6
6
6

7
7
7
7

Bad
Valuable
Unfair
Negative

3. The Preacher:
Good
Worthless
Fair
Positive

4. In “real life” situations, your likelihood of actually attempting to engage in behaviors
recommended by the preacher:
Likely
Impossible
Probable
Would Not

1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4

5
5
5
5

6
6
6
6

7
7
7
7

Unlikely
Possible
Improbable
Would

5. Your likelihood in listening to additional sermons from this preacher:
Unlikely
Possible
Improbable
Would

1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4

Source: Rubin, Palmgreen, and Sypher 84-85.
© 1985, Eastern Communication Association

5
5
5
5

6
6
6
6

7
7
7
7

Likely
Impossible
Probable
Would Not
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APPENDIX F
PERMISSION LETTER FROM PASTORS
February 5, 2010
David Lux
St. Paul United Methodist Church
1144 M Street
Lincoln, NE 68501
Dear Craig:
On behalf of the church I serve, St. Paul United Methodist Church, we are happy to assist
you in your project on humor and preaching. I understand that the results from our church
will not be reported separately, but grouped together with the results from three other
churches and reported collectively. I give permission to publish my name and the
church’s name in your dissertation.
Best wishes on the project.
In Christ,

David Lux
Sr. Pastor, St. Paul United Methodist Church

Finnestad 113
February 5, 2010
Shante Buckley
Lovers Lane United Methodist Church
9200 Inwood Road
Dallas, TX 75220
Dear Craig:
On behalf of the church I serve, Lovers Lane United Methodist Church, we are happy to
assist you in your project on humor and preaching. I understand that the results from our
church will not be reported separately, but grouped together with the results from three
other churches and reported collectively. I give permission to publish my name and the
church’s name in your dissertation.
Best wishes on the project.
In Christ,

Shante Buckley
Associate Pastor, Lovers Lane United Methodist Church
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February 5, 2010
David Slagle
Veritas Church
P.O. Box 729
Decatur, GA 30031
Dear Craig:
On behalf of the church I serve, Veritas Church, we are happy to assist you in your
project on humor and preaching. I understand that the results from our church will not be
reported separately, but grouped together with the results from three other churches and
reported collectively. I give permission to publish my name and the church’s name in
your dissertation.
Best wishes on the project.
In Christ,

David Slagle
Sr. Pastor, Veritas Church
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February 5, 2010
Mike Brown
Grace Church
P. O. Box 4297
Kansas City, MO 64112
Dear Craig:
On behalf of the church I serve, Grace Church, we are happy to assist you in your project
on humor and preaching. I understand that the results from our church will not be
reported separately, but grouped together with the results from three other churches and
reported collectively. I give permission to publish my name and the church’s name in
your dissertation.
Best wishes on the project.
In Christ,

Mike Brown
Pastor, Grace Church
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February 5, 2010
Mike Morgan
Marion First United Methodist Church
1298 Seventh Avenue
Marion, Iowa 52302
Dear Craig:
On behalf of the church I serve, Marion First United Methodist Church, we are happy to
assist you in your project on humor and preaching. I understand that the results from our
church will not be reported separately, but grouped together with the results from three
other churches and reported collectively. I give permission to publish my name and the
church’s name in your dissertation.
Best wishes on the project.
In Christ,

Mike Morgan
Sr. Pastor, Marion First United Methodist Church
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APPENDIX G
SCRIPT FOR VERBAL WORSHIP ANNOUNCEMENT
(To be read during announcements)
Many of you received a survey and a pencil this morning as you entered the worship
center. Our church has been selected by a researcher who is gathering data for a
dissertation on preaching. After the worship service, please take a few minutes to fill out
the survey.
1. It is not necessary to put your name on the survey.
2. Our pastor will not see the results of the survey.
3. Read the instructions on each page carefully.
4. Respond to all the questions.
When you are completed with the survey, please deposit the survey in the baskets as you
enter the worship center. Thank you for taking a few minutes and completing this
questionnaire.
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